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Literacy education in a changing policy 
environment: Introduction
Peter Freebody
The University of Sydney, New South Wales
Barbara Comber
Queensland University of Technology, Brisbane, Queensland
Literacy has long been at the heart of discussions about improving the quality and equitable distri-bution of educational outcomes. The last decade, 
however, has seen a dramatic redirection of policy 
effort in this regard. The effects of this policy redirec-
tion are playing out now; it may be that new policy 
emphases may have consequences for how educators 
think about what matters in literacy, how they can, and 
should, make judgements about what matters, and how 
they can, and should, act on those judgements. This 
issue of the Journal focuses on the changing landscape 
of policy and practice in literacy education.
Educators in many countries have encountered 
increasingly intensive government moves to centralise 
and standardise school education. In Australia 
national testing of literacy and numeracy began rela-
tively recently. The results for individual schools have 
been publically reported since 2009. Following trial-
ling in 2010 and 2011, most states and sectors are now 
beginning to implement new Australian curriculums 
in English, Mathematics, Science and History. These 
implementations call on teachers to design and imple-
ment curriculum that ensures students develop both 
subject-specific literacies and literacy as a set of generic 
capabilities. The rational is provided in these terms:
Students become literate as they develop the skills to 
learn and communicate confidently at school and to 
become effective individuals, community members, 
workers and citizens. These skills include listening, 
reading and viewing, speaking, writing, and creating 
print, visual and audio materials accurately and 
purposefully in all learning areas. (http://www.
acara.edu.au/verve/_resources/The_Shape_of_the_
Australian_Curriculum_V3.pdf; accessed April 23, 
2012)
So have these changing policy emphases begun to 
make any difference in schools, classrooms and fami-
lies? How do school leaders and classroom teachers take 
account of these new demands in their everyday work, 
in the huge variety of sites that comprise Australian 
school education? How do educators and community 
members evaluate these initiatives? To what extent do 
they find the national imperatives stimulating, helpful, 
Editorial
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annoying, or troublesome? What differences, if any, do 
these policy shifts make to students and their families?
Education policy researchers are increasingly trying 
to illuminate the ways in which policies play out in 
actual school communities (Comber, 2012; Kostogriz 
& Doecke, 2011; Lingard, 2010; Maguire, Hoskins, 
Ball & Braun, 2011; Nichols & Griffith, 2009; Thrupp 
& Lupton, 2006). The redirection of effort is not just in 
school settings or in educational bureaux; social policy 
analysts, youth sociologists, economists, and educa-
tional researchers, especially those working in areas 
related to educational measurement, are among the 
groups with a new-found set of conceptual and meth-
odological challenges and opportunities. The level of 
multi-disciplinary complexity and activity of the field 
has increased, while not paralleled by an increase in 
effective inter-disciplinary collaboration. We see the 
potential of policy interventions to be generative, if 
not of better teaching and learning, then at the very 
least of purposeful activity – reminiscent of Foucault’s 
observation, made most forcefully in his History of 
Sexuality, that the hypothesis that power is exclusively 
repressive is not supported by close historical analyses 
of instances of the exercise of power: power also says 
‘yes’; it creates a focus for purposeful effort, work, jobs, 
the distribution of money, new ways of conducting 
public debates, and new techniques and new levels of 
displays of commitment to assessing the efficacy of 
public practices.
This special issue calls for literacy researchers, 
including those from outside of Australia, to engage 
with these issues as they act out in various settings. In 
particular we invited articles that reported on empirical 
research with and in school communities. Our point in 
collecting these papers is not to indicate that schooling 
is somehow a more contested field today than it has 
been over the decades of its universal reach in developed 
countries. It has long been influenced by agenda that go 
beyond the apparently key goals of good teaching and 
learning, the building of cultural and community cohe-
sion, the effective and productive interface with labour 
markets and productivity, and equality of access and 
outcomes.
But our point is that there are new intensities of effort 
redirected onto new conceptual, ideological, and prac-
tical contestations. The issues traversing and disrupting 
education in Australia and globally include:
•	 the	place	of	education	in	the	national	and	
international marketplace,
•	 the	standardisation	of	education	materials	and	
standards in the face of cultural and linguistic 
diversity,
•	 ‘choice’	in	public	and	private	schooling,	and
•	 the	institutional	taming	or	liberation	of	the	
transformative potential of digital and online 
technologies.
The build up of this redirected effort has resulted in 
‘policy epidemics’ in educational bureaux and schools, 
and ‘quality audits’ in academies, colleges and universi-
ties, and the construction of consensus via the deploy-
ment of ‘metrics’ that claim cultural and ideological 
neutrality.
This edition offers a forum for professional or public 
debate, encouraging exchanges around the substantial 
rather than the procedural aspects of current moves 
in literacy education as policy and practice. This goal 
is based on recognising that deep disagreement on big 
issues is a necessary accompaniment to developing 
productive ways forward.
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Testing that counts:  
Contesting national literacy assessment 
policy in complex schooling settings
Ian Hardy
University of Queensland
What we choose to count, what we choose not to count, who does the counting, and the categories 
and values we choose to apply when counting are matters that matter. 
(Sætnan, Lomell & Hammer, 2011, p. 1).
ABSTRACT
This paper explores how the national testing regime in Australia, the National Assessment 
Program for Literacy and Numeracy (NAPLAN), has influenced how teachers understand their 
work and learning, particularly as this relates to the literacy practices most valued under these 
circumstances. Drawing upon an emerging literature on the sociology of numbers and statistics, 
and literature on the nature of quality and purposeful teaching practices, including in settings with 
significant proportions of ESL students, the paper describes how teachers’ understandings of their 
practice in one rural/remote school serving a low SES, predominantly Indigenous community 
in northern Queensland reflect the co-constructed nature of statistics and students’ learning, 
as well as efforts to try to be more responsive to these students as predominantly additional 
language learners. The paper reveals that this is not a straight-forward process, but involves 
tensions between what Sætnan, Lomell and Hammer (2011) describe as various ‘centripetal 
forces’ which trend towards standaridisation of learning, and ‘centrifugal forces’ which challenge 
this standardisation by valuing local context, knowledge and traditions. Furthermore, how 
these tensions actually play out also reveals a nuanced understanding of the nature, benefits 
and problems of such testing, English language learning in Indigenous settings more generally, 
and evidence of student and teacher learning beyond testing per se. Such considered, situated 
knowledge and understandings are silenced in much of the current discourse around national 
education provision and testing in Australia, and other countries.
Introduction
This paper draws upon empirical research into teachers’ 
learning in one school site in a remote, predominantly 
Indigenous community in north Queensland to reveal 
the nature and effects of national testing upon the 
literacy practices most valued under current policy 
conditions in Australia. Such a site represents an 
important locus of interest because it does not readily 
conform to the dominant-cultural settings assumed by 
large-scale standardised testing regimes. Consequently, 
how national testing practices play out in such specific, 
complex sites is important for understanding the intri-
cate realities of national policy-in-practice. After all, 
the specificity of the site is the ontological given for all 
who live and work in specific schools and communi-
ties; actual practices are always lived out in specific 
sites, according to what Schatzki (2002, 2005, 2006) 
describes as ‘site ontologies’.
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In contrast, national testing constitutes part of a 
broader trend towards increasing centralisation of 
educational provision in Australia, a process which 
necessarily abstracts from, and marginalises, the 
specific. This increasing centralisation is evident in 
relation to: the curriculum, through the roll-out of the 
Australian Curriculum since 2012; teaching, with the 
establishment of National Professional Standards for 
Teachers in 2011, and; assessment, via the National 
Assessment Program in Literacy and Numeracy, under-
taken since 2008. It is the effects of this third domain 
of national policy-making which is the particular focus 
of this paper.
While there is some attention to policy-making which 
frames educational provision as the object of national 
governments under globalised policy conditions (e.g. 
Rizvi & Lingard, 2010), how such a stance actually 
plays out in schools, particularly schools which don’t 
fit neatly within dominant conceptions of educa-
tional practice, is an area for continued intervention 
and inquiry. More broadly, Braun, Ball, Maguire and 
Hoskins (2011) argue there is a need for increased 
attention to schooling contexts in research into policy 
effects more generally. In the English setting, this 
includes schooling contexts influenced by what Braun 
et al. (2011) refer to as various ‘external’ policy foci, 
such as those associated with pressure to improve test 
results. In related work, Ball, Maguire, Braun and 
Hoskins (2011a) reveal how quantitative measures 
of assessment were construed as tools to encourage 
competitiveness between schools in England and to 
incite concerns about performance, rather than being 
focused upon students’ learning; however, this is also 
only part of the picture, and teachers also take more 
active positions and stances in relation to the policies 
which impact upon them (Ball, Maguire Braun and 
Hoskins, 2011b). Perhaps reflecting the particularly 
high-stakes nature of standardised testing in the US, 
various studies of the influence of standardised testing 
seem more pessimistic, revealing how such testing 
limits and inhibits pedagogical practices (Taubman, 
2009) and support for alternative and multiple assess-
ment practices, particularly for high-stakes purposes 
(Hursh, 2008). However, there is relatively little 
research as yet in Australia which reveals how recent 
nationalising, standardised approaches, under global 
policy conditions, have played out in practice in this 
country, especially in sites characterised by complex 
needs. Nor is there much research which explores the 
nuanced expression of these influences. This paper 
seeks to reveal some of the complexity which surrounds 
national testing policy, particularly as this plays out for 
literacy education in one such site. Firstly, the paper 
draws upon broadly sociological literature to describe 
the nature, value and place of statistics, as well as 
relevant literacy research to help inform the nature of 
testing practices in a remote, ‘atypical’ school setting. 
The policy context is then delineated, followed by the 
nature of the school site, methods employed, key find-
ings relating to the nature of teachers’ engagement with 
NAPLAN data and related data, and subsequent anal-
ysis in light of this literature. The paper concludes with 
implications of the focus upon national standardised 
testing, particularly for the literacy practices of ESL/
English as an Additional Language/Dialect students, 
and schooling settings which cater for these students 
more generally.
The nature, value and place of statistics
To explore how national testing policy influences 
teachers and teaching practices, the paper focuses upon 
the meanings given to the data – the numbers – which 
emerge from such testing practices, and which provide 
a broad pattern of statistics to conceptualise and guide 
current and future practices. The paper is premised on 
Sætnan, Lomell and Hammer’s (2011) argument that 
‘society and the statistics that measure and describe 
it are mutually constructed’ (p.  1; emphasis in orig-
inal). Statistics are important as policy instruments, 
because ‘to count something or someone is to make it/
them count in the policy sphere, and by corollary, only 
that/those which already count tend to get counted’ 
(Sætnan, Lomell and Hammer, 2011, p.  2; emphasis 
original). Specific practices and ‘objects’ of interest are 
distinguished through the counting process – identifi-
able as worthy of specific attention and focus. Drawing 
upon Oudshoorn and Pinch (2003), Sætnan, Lomell 
and Hammer (2011) refer to a process of ‘mutual (or 
co-) construction’ to refer to the way in which the state 
recognises particular groups and individuals through 
the process of counting them or their practices, and 
that this very process of identification helps to consti-
tute the state itself.
Consequently, statistics are not objective accounts 
of society which simply categorise and classify social 
processes ‘as they are’. By counting and measuring a 
particular phenomenon, those involved actually influ-
ence, alter, ‘change the stakes that affect it’ because 
‘the very act of counting is a specific form of viewing’ 
(Sætnan, Lomell & Hammer, 2011, p. 1). As a social 
act, the very process of counting necessarily influences, 
indeed ‘creates’, the world in which it is undertaken. 
What is counted, what is omitted, who is involved and 
the categories and procedures developed and enacted 
all matter when seeking to understand the nature and 
effects of using numbers and statistics to make sense of 
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the world. Such a process simplifies the world, thereby 
enabling a greater degree of control than would other-
wise be the case: ‘Combined with similar observations, 
an overall, aggregate, synoptic view of a selective reality 
is achieved, making possible a high degree of schematic 
knowledge, control, and manipulation’ (Scott, 1998, 
p. 11).
At the same time, this is not to dismiss the value and 
benefits of numeric data, that statistics and the socie-
ties brought into being by their development are simply 
fabrications ‘to be invented at will’ (Sætnan, Lomell 
and Hammer, 2011, p.  1). Counting is a particular 
technology which provides beneficial perspectives 
and insights into and on the world. It can interrogate 
other taken-for-granted assumptions or perspectives on 
the world, and influence productively how the social 
world is organised and orchestrated. Consequently, it 
is perhaps most useful to manage, control and better 
understand how statistics are deployed, and to main-
tain a cautious regard for their possibilities, including 
the dangers of becoming beholden to them:
[L]earning statistics needs to be about more than simply 
mastering the techniques of using the tool; it needs to 
be also about learning the power – sometimes even the 
danger – of that tool and learning to control it within 
social and ethical bounds, including learning when not 
to use it (Sætnan, Lomell and Hammer, 2011, p. 2).
This process entails considerable struggle and contes-
tation over what is of most value, of what really counts. 
While various settlements come into being, these may 
be struggled over, and differentially experienced across 
socio-political/geographic sites. These struggles revolve 
around what Sætnan, Lomell and Hammer (2011) 
describe as ‘centripetal’ forces, which trend towards 
standardisation of categorisation of practices, and 
‘centrifugal’ forces which problematise such catego-
risation and standardisation processes, effectively 
seeking to dismantle, reorient particular practices 
which give greater value to the local, the situated. The 
trend towards reliance upon the production of statistics 
on educational outcomes is an instance of centripetal 
forces at play, while resistance to such quantification 
of education is an example of more centrifugal forces. 
Analysing teachers’ myriad responses in the context of 
the production of statistics of standardised measures 
of students’ literacy practices through the National 
Assessment Program for Literacy and Numeracy 
(NAPLAN) in light of these centripetal and centrifugal 
forces not only provides grounded insights into how 
these concepts can be creatively and usefully employed, 
but reveals how these forces shape literacy assessment 
practices for teachers and students in complex and 
profound ways.
Beyond statistics: English language 
learning, quality teaching and purposeful 
writing
The literacy practices tested through standardised test 
instruments and subject to quantification and statis-
tical analyses do not fully take into account the rich 
and diverse needs of students, nor adequately reflect 
the detailed and nuanced teaching approaches associ-
ated with robust literacy practices. More productive or 
‘quality teaching’ and assessment approaches, on the 
other hand, seek to provide students with intellectual 
quality experiences (higher order thinking, deep under-
standing, deep knowledge, substantive conversations) 
focused around ongoing exposure to intellectually 
demanding work (QSRLS, 2001; Quality Teaching, 
2003). Such experiences have been found to provide 
beneficial learning experiences to English language/
ESL learners, and to raise teachers’ expectations of 
students’ capacities and capabilities, even if take-up 
has not always been consistent or use of metalanguage 
around quality teaching explicit (Hammond, 2008). 
Indeed, even as teachers recognise the importance of 
explicit academic language use in their literacy prac-
tices, they struggle to consistently foster this in their 
classrooms. Nevertheless, ‘supporting-up’ students, 
rather than simplifying curricula experiences, have 
characterised teachers’ approaches to the needs of ESL 
students (Hammond, 2008). Through explicit scaf-
folding of the learning experiences in which students 
participate, students gain access to not only the content 
under investigation but also language to make sense of 
this content: ‘Students learned about language in the 
context of using language’ (Gibbons, 2008, p.  171). 
Importantly, this scaffolding entails providing students 
with experiences which challenge their current under-
standings but in such a way that students are expected 
to attain these new understandings and knowledge 
(Gibbons, 2002). Schleppegrell, Greer and Taylor 
(2008) reveal how attention to literacy demands 
(through a functional literacy approach) enables 
enhanced academic learning and engagement (in this 
case, through the discipline of history). However, and 
at the same time, Johnston and Hayes (2008) provide 
useful insights into how entrenched ‘survival-mode’ 
teaching practices are difficult to challenge with more 
‘quality teaching’ approaches, and that the learning of 
students in disadvantaged and multi-lingual settings 
can be readily confined and constricted by domi-
nant, didactic and conservative ‘worksheet’ teaching 
approaches. Challenging the more ‘standard scripts’ 
of teaching in such schools is essential to promoting 
the sorts of extended learning experiences endorsed by 
Gibbons (2002, 2008).
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Parr and Limbrick (2010) reveal teaching approaches 
likely to lead to improved literacy capabilities and 
practices on the part of students include a committed 
focus upon formative assessment practices, the crea-
tion of classroom environments characterised by 
purposefulness and meaningfulness, a sense of coher-
ence and connectedness within and between lessons, 
and consistent and systematic monitoring of students’ 
understanding (and classroom practices more gener-
ally). A sense of purposefulness, of writing for an audi-
ence, is paramount, and in contrast with the testing 
structures and prompts most frequently used in writing 
in English and literacy classes: ‘typical rubrics stress 
organisation and mechanics; typical prompts are 
academic exercises of no genuine consequence; instruc-
tion typically makes the process formulaic rather than 
purposeful’ (Wiggins, 2009, p.  29). Finally, teacher 
behaviours associated with improved student literacy 
learning include a myriad of individual, small-group 
and whole-class instruction, ongoing modelling, ques-
tioning and scaffolding (Topping & Ferguson, 2005).
The Australian and Queensland policy 
context
Since 2008, there has been a rapid escalation of the 
trend towards a nationally-based educational system 
in Australia. The increasingly national agenda of the 
Council of Australian Governments (COAG), involving 
the Prime Minister, State Premiers and Territory Chief 
Ministers and a representative of Local Government, 
has contributed to a focus upon education as a key area 
of intervention, for largely economic reasons. Relevant 
federal and State Ministers of education have taken 
carriage of this agenda, and through the COAG Reform 
Council, have set in place increased funding provision 
to the individual Australian states in return for greater 
accountability for students’ results, particularly in the 
areas of literacy and numeracy. This increasing focus 
upon a national agenda for education has led to the 
development of a national curriculum, and assess-
ment and reporting body – the Australian Curriculum, 
Assessment and Reporting Authority (ACARA)  – to 
oversee these practices at a national level.
As part of this process, the introduction of a National 
Assessment Program in Literacy and Numeracy  – 
NAPLAN – has served as a key accountability instru-
ment for the federal government to be able to measure 
and monitor demonstrable improvements in students’ 
academic results in the respective states and territories. 
Furthermore, through a raft of ‘National Partnerships’ 
(see Australian Government, 2011a; 2011 b; 2011 c) 
between the federal and state governments, various 
schemes have been introduced, including ‘incentive’ 
payments tying increased funding to improvements in 
students’ NAPLAN results.
Since 2008, NAPLAN has been implemented in 
Years 3, 5, 7 and 9 at all schools in Australia, and 
results provided on the ACARA ‘My School’ website 
from January 2010. The website publishes results for 
every school in the country, including schools’ results 
in comparison with national averages and specified 
benchmarks of achievement. For each school, the site 
also provides information about 60 ‘similar’ schools’ 
attainment, with like-schools isolated through the 
SES demographic indicator/instrument, the Index of 
Community Socio-Educational Advantage. In this way, 
and because of espoused links between teaching and 
test outcomes, national testing constitutes an impor-
tant statistical site for interpreting, reinterpreting and 
comparing schooling practices.
In Queensland, from which this research has been 
drawn, there has been a further concentration and 
focusing upon NAPLAN results in response to relatively 
poor outcomes in the initial round of tests conducted 
in 2008, compared with other Australian states. The 
Queensland government’s response at the time led to 
the commissioning of Professor Geoff Masters, CEO 
of the Australian Council for Educational Research, 
to provide an overview of educational practices in the 
state, and resulted in a variety of recommendations, 
including more targeted test preparation for Queensland 
students. Furthermore, and through National Partner-
ships funding, the state has invested heavily in teachers 
as Literacy and Numeracy ‘Coaches’, professional 
development more generally, ICTs, and has undertaken 
an audit of teaching and learning practices in Queens-
land schools (Queensland Government, Queensland 
Catholic Education Commission & Independent 
Schools Queensland, 2011). At the same time, the role 
of learning support teachers has been realigned to focus 
explicitly upon literacy and numeracy, and schools have 
been involved in collecting a plethora of school-based 
related literacy and numeracy data to help inform 
decision-making at the school level, and as part of a 
broader focus upon measuring and managing students’ 
literacy and numeracy outcomes, and teachers’ attention 
to these outcomes.
The case
To make sense of these national testing policies in 
context, this paper reveals the influence of NAPLAN 
upon literacy practices as described by teachers in a 
Prep-to-Year 10 school serving a small rural/remote 
community in northern Queensland. Agriculture, 
fishing, mining and tourism constitute the primary 
industries in the area. The school has approximately 
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200 students, 20 teaching staff and several teacher aides 
and support personnel. 85% of students attending the 
school are Indigenous, and like many rural and remote 
schools, many teachers are within their first 5 years 
of teaching, and the school struggles to retain experi-
enced, long-term teachers. As a National Partnerships – 
Literacy and Numeracy school, the school also receives 
considerable additional funding to help support its 
focus upon literacy and numeracy, an emphasis with 
added urgency given the poor literacy and numeracy 
outcomes for Indigenous students in general, and 
particularly in this part of Australia.
Methods
The data reported in this research are based upon 20 
interviews with teachers, teacher aides, school admin-
istrators and support personnel at the school site. The 
school was one of several selected throughout the state 
as part of a broader project into teachers’ learning 
under current nationally-inflected globalised policy 
conditions, and which were deemed to be engaging in 
productive learning experiences with their students.
Interviews were approximately 45 minutes duration, 
and undertaken at the school site, during school time. 
Respondents were asked about the nature of their work 
and learning in the context of recent national and state 
policy reforms, and how this work and learning were 
shifting and changing in this context. This included the 
influence of the Australian Curriculum, national testing 
(particularly NAPLAN), and the National Partnerships 
program. This paper focuses upon teachers’ responses 
to NAPLAN, particularly in relation to literacy prac-
tices. A summary report was provided to the school, 
and feedback sought.
Interview transcripts were analysed for recurring, 
emergent themes (Shank, 2002), with an emphasis 
upon how literacy assessment practices were construed 
by teachers. In keeping with Sætnan et al.’s (2011) 
emphasis upon the co-constructed nature of statistics 
and student learning, the data revealed how teachers 
focused upon numbers as evidence of student learning 
as well as critiques of the conflation of numbers and 
learning. As part of this process, various ‘centripetal 
forces’, which encourage standardisation of learning, 
and various ‘centrifugal forces’, which focus more 
strongly upon local values, contexts and approaches, 
emerged from the data, were drawn out, and utilised to 
help makes sense of teachers’ work and learning under 
current policy conditions. These insights were further 
interpreted in light of current understandings of the 
nature of quality and purposeful teaching practices, 
including in settings with significant proportions of 
ESL/EAL/D students
Findings: Testing that counts
While the research reported in this paper focuses upon 
literacy practices in the school, in particular, these 
were just one facet of teachers’ responses to a broader 
research project focused upon the nature of teachers’ 
learning practices in the context of current policy condi-
tions in the Queensland context. Other significant and 
strongly recurring themes within this specific school 
data set related to teachers’ learning associated with the 
implementation of the new national curriculum, ‘The 
Australian Curriculum’ (particularly the Queensland 
iteration  – ‘Curriculum to the Classroom’), student 
attendance and engagement, the place of family and 
community, the significance of mentoring, the place 
and use of data more generally within the school, and 
the focus upon student behaviour practices. Individual 
teachers’ responses determined specific follow-up 
questions. Themes identified also reflected significant 
reforms within Education Queensland schools at the 
time of the interviews, and how these policy foci at 
the system level had pervasive effects within individual 
schools. Also, given the significant systemic pressure in 
Queensland for schools to improve NAPLAN results – a 
situation felt particularly acutely in this region as one of 
the poorest performing regions in the state – teachers’ 
consistent responses about the need to be responsive 
to this data (and associated forms of school-generated 
data) dominated discussions and teachers’ commentary.
Within this broader data set, recurring themes 
pertaining to literacy practices and NAPLAN included 
teachers’ responses to the nature and use of NAPLAN 
data, as well as other data collected in the school, and 
some critiques of this data. This theme tended to be more 
dominant than the second key theme reported in this 
paper, relating to discussions of more overt alternatives 
to a strong focus upon NAPLAN, although teachers’ 
elaboration of literacy practices beyond NAPLAN were 
sufficiently evident to warrant explication.
NAPLAN data, other data,  
and critiquing data
NAPLAN testing was having a direct impact upon 
teachers’ practices. When asked whether and how 
NAPLAN influenced teaching practices, some 
teachers, including a relatively inexperienced (second 
year teacher) Learning Support teacher (Literacy and 
Numeracy), described how she was engaged in explic-
itly teaching about NAPLAN as a key part of her prac-
tice, and engaging in NAPLAN-like activities when 
working with students:
This year I’m working with the English teacher; she 
does [Year] 7, 8, 9 English and I take a rotation … So 
we would actually have examples of NAPLAN-style 
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comprehension tasks  … explicit strategies of how to 
attack a reading task; how to answer comprehension 
questions; what they’re looking for; how they’re trying 
to trick you, that sort of thing.
… And with Year 9, … I was responsible for spelling. 
So I took the spelling rotation. Similar thing: we 
focussed on past NAPLAN words;  … some spelling 
strategies around those words. And then they’re all 
tested in NAPLAN style. (Support Teacher, Literacy 
& Numeracy)
With those students who struggled the most, this 
included more perfunctory tasks, including how to fill 
out the answer sheet:
With a few of the lower students, I even just helped 
out with filling out the form. This is how you do it; 
this is how you correctly shade in a bubble, because it 
sounds easy but it’s not always done. (Support Teacher, 
Literacy & Numeracy)
Given the repeated reference to pressure upon schools 
within the region to improve NAPLAN results because 
of relatively low results in comparison with other 
regions in Queensland, such responses are perhaps not 
surprising. However, attention to such perfunctory 
tasks was not common amongst respondents.
For a few teachers, including a more experienced 
Year 5 teacher who had been at the school for approxi-
mately seven years (but who still had less than ten years’ 
teaching experience), NAPLAN testing was construed 
as valuable as part of a broad raft of numeric test 
data which was employed as a mechanism to support 
students’ learning:
But what we did at the start of that year, same thing. 
You had all the data, you know from the previous 
teacher. I did my own testing alright, used the tools 
you have here at school. Found out where they were 
and focussed on their strengths and supported their 
weaknesses all the way through their learning. And we 
chew the results, and I was, I was very happy with that 
(Year 5 teacher).
These tools included in-class diagnostic tests, 
school-supported spelling tests (Waddington’s; South 
Australian Spelling) as well as running records, and the 
use and collection of PM Benchmark data to determine 
students’ reading capacities.
Also, a common theme amongst teachers was the 
utilisation of observations of students’ daily work, and 
student work samples as evidence of their capacities and 
capabilities. When asked to elaborate, some teachers 
spoke about the ongoing term-long C2C assessment 
tasks students produced during each unit as beneficial 
for ascertaining students’ literacy capacities, and how 
these helped inform their teaching practice. One of the 
secondary English teachers described the strong and 
progressive engagement of her Year 10 students over 
one semester as they ‘rewrote’ Shakespeare’s Macbeth 
in their own ‘home-language’ and for their context. She 
was able to gauge from students’ ongoing written work 
and capacity to explain the revised play how they were 
progressing, and was confident of their understand-
ings of the themes and characterisation of the play as a 
result. While many teachers struggled with NAPLAN, 
how it influenced their practice, and whether it provided 
sufficient information of value to inform their teaching, 
they simultaneously sought other means of ascertaining 
students’ capacities.
When asked about NAPLAN in relation to other data 
collected within the school, NAPLAN was described as 
part of a broader pool of data collected as evidence of 
learning. A raft of numerical data was generated within 
the school and construed by some teachers as important 
evidence of students’ learning at particular points in 
time, and particularly by the school administrators:
At the beginning of the year, [teachers] definitely have to 
do the running records or the PROBE reading tests. We 
also have Waddington reading tests. There’s a spelling 
test1 which gives a spelling age. And the teachers all 
have to enter this data onto internal monitoring, which 
can be accessed by anyone in the school. And espe-
cially Admin.2 look at that (Support Teacher, Literacy 
& Numeracy).
However, and often unprompted, some teachers 
also pointed out the importance of other evidence of 
student learning beyond numeric data, such as student 
portfolios:
We also keep folios which have all past work samples … 
so if the internal monitoring doesn’t have the data that 
you need, because it’s mainly figures, if you want to 
see the student’s handwriting from last year, you can 
go grab the folio, open that up (Head of Department, 
Curriculum).
In this way, not just ‘figures’, but other evidence of 
student learning, such as samples of student work, 
constituted part of what was construed as valid 
evidence of student learning, even if it was only the 
‘figures’ which were deemed sufficiently important to 
be collected centrally as part of the internal school/
system monitoring process. However, and perhaps 
reflecting the dominance of more standardised meas-
ures, but also teachers’ relative inexperience – the Head 
of Department–Curriculum had only been teaching 7 
years  – and the need for more professional develop-
ment in such areas, teachers were not forthcoming in 
elaborating in detail how in-class data they generated 
1 This was identified by several interviewees as the ‘South 
Australian’ spelling test.
2 ‘Admin.’  – members of the school administration team 
(principal, deputy, Head of Curriculum)
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themselves, or samples of students’ work, for example, 
were employed to inform their teaching practice.
NAPLAN clearly informed and influenced teaching 
practice, and together with other data collected within 
the school, was construed as providing insights into the 
diverse nature of students’ needs, and providing prelim-
inary ‘baseline’ information about students’ progress 
to date. This was a response particularly prevalent 
amongst the administrative team within the school:
We use [data], I guess, to inform the teachers’ plan-
ning and to, I guess, try and give the teachers an under-
standing about the diverse needs of their students. So 
that’s mainly the NAPLAN stuff and in preparation 
for the following NAPLAN. We collect a lot of internal 
data … It gives you a starting point. So [if] you’re new 
in the school or you’ve just taken over a class, you have 
a look at where last year’s results were and it gives you 
your baseline data (Principal).
At the same time, and more frequently across 
teachers’ responses across the school more generally, a 
more holistic approach was considered important:
But I think you need to approach it with a holistic 
approach but don’t just go off the NAPLAN data but 
go off your own data plus give their own achievements 
with their assignments and assessment tasks. (Learning 
Support Teacher, Literacy and Numeracy)
Yeah I don’t have a whole lot to do with NAPLAN 
because I’ve got Year 10s. So obviously I look; at the 
beginning of this year, I looked at their results from 
last year. But I spend more time looking at their internal 
monitoring. And I actually went up and spoke to the 
Year 9 teacher from last year and said, ‘This is what I’m 
thinking – what do you think?’ Because they obviously 
knew the kids better. (English teacher, secondary)
For many teachers, including this secondary English 
teacher with four years’ experience, on its own, 
NAPLAN was insufficient for informing teachers’ 
teaching about their students’ literacy practices more 
generally.
At the same time, fewer teachers were overt in 
their criticism of NAPLAN because it was construed 
as not adequately testing students’ literacy practices 
in a substantive manner, and could be misleading. 
However, such criticisms were also situated within 
some understanding of the nature of some elements 
of the test, particularly the writing task, which were 
considered to inform teaching approaches and enhance 
students’ literacy practices more than elements of the 
test not requiring students to elaborate their ideas and 
understandings:
I know that there was a boy who has done exceptionally 
well in previous years because he can shade in a bubble. 
He is severely intellectually impaired and has some of the 
best NAPLAN data. So that’s what NAPLAN teaches 
me. It’s a colouring in competition. … [However] in the 
writing, I see a lot of value. I don’t see any value in the 
comprehension like the reading comprehension test; it 
just doesn’t make sense to me.
[In the writing task], the kids are given a stimulus 
item to write from, so you can actually see how they 
formulate ideas. You can learn a lot about how a kid 
understands a text purely based on how they structure 
a text: so whether they know about paragraphing; 
whether they know about full stops and other punctua-
tion; whether they know about having a title. So I think 
there’s a lot more value in seeing how a kid can write 
and I kind of believe that how well a kid writes reflects 
every other area of their literacy learning; like how they 
spell is obviously going to come through in how they 
write. The kind of ideas they have comes through in 
their writing. And, I mean, that sort of shows you how 
broadly they read, or how much they know to actually 
write about, especially when they’re given a stimulus 
and it says, well, write on demand. So I suppose that’s 
the value in the writing test for me. (Year 7–8 teacher)
In this way, even as standardised testing was chal-
lenged, those elements construed as contributing to 
substantive teacher and student learning were validated 
as beneficial for improving students’ literacy. However, 
and at the same time, such summative, ‘on-demand’ 
writing tasks do not accord with evidence of improved 
literacy practices characterised by more authentic and 
purposeful writing, time to review and revise students’ 
writing, and ongoing formative assessments in 
supportive classroom environments (Parr & Limbrick, 
2010). Rather, such responses fit within more dominant 
literacy schooling practices in which writing is typi-
cally an ‘academic exercise of no genuine consequence’ 
(Wiggins, 2009, p. 29), and don’t accord well with the 
myriad of instructional practices associated with effec-
tive literacy teaching instruction (Topping & Ferguson, 
2005). That this Year 7–8 teacher was only in her third 
year of teaching is also significant, contributing to her 
having limited opportunities to develop a broader and 
deeper understanding of the nature of literacy assess-
ment practices.
Beyond standardised testing
When asked to describe how they perceived the 
NAPLAN test in relation to students at their school, 
there was also a sense amongst several teachers that 
NAPLAN was not an accurate reflection of these 
students’ literacy practices because their experi-
ences didn’t accord with expectations, and attention 
surrounding the test, and nor did it genuinely reflect 
students’ capacities:
I find that a lot of teachers, especially in the context 
that we are, in this environment, they don’t see it as 
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relevant to our students up here in Parkville,3 so they 
don’t see it as a true reflection of what the kids can do.
I actually took the Year 5 kids last week on the 
Wednesday and Thursday. It was for their NAPLAN 
tests4, and I was a little disheartened looking at the 
students and because they know it’s a big test, there’s so 
much talk in the media and they hear everyone saying 
‘NAPLAN’s coming up! It’s coming up!’ And then it 
arrives, and they’re just that overwhelmed that they’re 
just colouring in bubbles left, right and centre. They’re 
trying their best, but they’re not. They’re not reading 
the questions … I think it’s all very daunting for them.
And I was looking at some questions. And from my 
experience with this child, I’m sure that if they were 
to sit down and look at this question, they would be 
able to get the right answer. But I think with the whole 
hype of NAPLAN, they just seemed a little  – they 
weren’t actually giving it their best work. So I think it 
is a little bit difficult to gauge that as an indication of 
the student’s level. (Learning Support Teacher, Literacy 
and Numeracy)
Furthermore, the omission of any reference to the 
national testing process amongst key literacy lead-
teachers within the school is itself significant. In 
describing her role, the important focus of attention for 
a designated ‘Literacy Leader and Language Teacher’ 
was not NAPLAN results, but the actual language 
students were using, and that in a predominantly 
Indigenous school, this was not likely to be Standard 
Australian English:
Also, a lot with the language – because it’s not really 
obvious about the language problems that some of 
the kids have. When they’re trying to speak and write 
Standard Australian English, they don’t actually know 
it. So, some of it is to really show them what kids are 
saying, what kids are writing, and why. Like it’s not just 
because they don’t know what they’re doing, or because 
they’re lazy, or whatever. It’s because they’re actually, 
you know, using different language. (Literacy Leader 
and Language Teacher)
This shift beyond a focus upon standardised testing 
was also evident in the animated descriptions of 
teachers’ engagement with the Literacy Coach within 
the region. While the work of the Coach seemed to 
be stimulated initially by NAPLAN, (and QCATs 
(Queensland Comparable Assessment Tasks5) – a state-
wide initiative in Queensland to help promote improved 
assessment practices through focused teacher discus-
sions about the quality of student work-samples across 
school sites) – her work broadened beyond such foci. For 
a young teacher in her second year at the school (and 
3 Pseudonym for the town within which the school was located
4 Serendipitously, the interviews at this school occurred the 
week following the NAPLAN test in May, 2012.
5  QCATs were undertaken in Years 4, 6 and 8 in Queensland – 
alternate year levels to those engaged in NAPLAN testing.
third year as a teacher), the learning which occurred 
through engagement with the literacy coach was multi-
faceted, invaluable, and extended well beyond national 
testing:
She was given to the NAPLAN classes during the first 
2 terms and then for Term 3 and Term 4, she was given 
to the QCAT classes, and because I had a Grade 6 class, 
she’d come up every 3 weeks and see me … Well, we’d 
catch up on where the kids were at; we’d organise what 
she was teaching, or what she wanted to model. Like, 
straight away, she’d say to me, ‘Is there anything that 
you want me to show you how to do?’ And so I’d say, 
‘Well, I want you to show me how to deconstruct a text. 
I want you to show me how to do joint writing or joint 
construction.’ So she was really flexible … At that time, 
I was really struggling. Like I didn’t know how to boost 
my kids’ literacy up, and that was one of the things I 
said to her. I said, ‘Look, I need to get these kids to be 
able to read and to write and to spell. … I was like, ‘It’s 
my job to teach them how to do that, and I don’t know 
how!’ And she was like, just great. … She taught me 
about how to actually run good literacy rotations … 
And it would just work so well, and I think it was 
massively reflected in the kids. Their reading improved 
so much (Year 7–8 teacher).
While such responses could be construed as reflecting 
teachers’ broader concerns not to speak about NAPLAN 
per se for fear of being critical in a performative, high-
stakes context (improved NAPLAN results were tied to 
additional funding to the school), such responses also 
suggests that national standardised testing was just one 
facet of the learning undertaken by teachers, and the 
literacy practices enacted and experienced by students, 
and significant by its absence as much as its presence.
Discussion: Testing and contesting literacy 
practices
Reflecting current literature on policy enact-
ment, including concerns about the performativity 
surrounding quantitative measures of student achieve-
ment (Maguire, Braun and Hoskins, 2011a), the focus 
upon NAPLAN results has influenced educational 
practices, including, in part, literacy practices, and 
associated teacher and student learning in this school. 
While teachers’ responses may be indicative of the 
lack of existing professional development to challenge 
older more traditional practices, on several occasions, 
teachers’ responses also reflect how the ‘problem’ 
constructed through the testing regime was one of 
how to monitor and maintain what was considered a 
basic level of literacy (and numeracy) for students in 
schools across the country as a whole. The ‘solution’ 
was the implementation of large-scale, standardised 
tests across Australia to collect same-data for varied 
sub-populations within the polity as a whole. This 
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is a large-scale, complex undertaking which necessi-
tates a process of simplification – a ‘synoptic view of 
a selected reality’ (Scott, 1998, p. 11). This simplifica-
tion, in turn, enables the collation of a whole-of-society 
snapshot of literacy practices throughout the country, 
a creation on the part of the state of its citizenry, as 
well as the ‘expectations, services, and so on, that bind 
them together’ (Sætnan, Lomell and Hammer, 2011, 
p. 2; emphasis original). Also, rather than challenging 
embedded schooling literacy practices, such simplifica-
tion processes are aided and abetted by the more typical 
‘teacher scripts’ which characterise schooling practices, 
including in disadvantaged and multi-lingual settings in 
which ‘survival mode’ strategies may make it difficult 
to enact more quality teaching approaches (Johnston 
& Hayes, 2008). Furthermore, more typical and tradi-
tional professional development practices may exacer-
bate a focus upon such strategies, and fail to challenge, 
or be challenged by, testing practices.
By simplifying the world, enabling a greater degree of 
control (Scott, 1998), NAPLAN provides useful insights 
into at least some aspects of students’ understanding, at 
least as such understanding can be approximated into 
the form of a nation-wide, predominantly standardised 
test. The process of producing quantitative measures of 
students’ learning in the form of national standardised 
test results produces statistical indicators of learning 
which are socially valued. This is evident in the way 
in which the role of Support Teachers in Queensland 
has been aligned explicitly with the domains of literacy 
and numeracy, including as measured on NAPLAN, 
and reflected in the overt influence and valuing of 
NAPLAN results by the Support Teacher at the school 
as she explicitly ensured students were familiar with 
NAPLAN-style assessment practices. This extended to 
ensuring high-needs’ students were able to fill in the 
answer sheet properly  – a perhaps extreme instance 
of the influence of norms surrounding standardised 
testing practices upon schooling practices, but perhaps 
not so far removed from more scripted approaches 
to teachers’ work more generally under challenging 
circumstances (Johnston & Hayes, 2008). At the same 
time, such responses also reflect a schooling context in 
which many teachers were relatively new to their roles, 
and striving to improve their practices in a setting in 
which professional development opportunities were not 
always easily accessible or readily available.
At the same time that this process of unification was 
undertaken, the homogenisation which transpired, 
whether intended or otherwise, was also simultaneously 
challenged by those so constructed. In this case, teachers 
were not only influenced by centripetal forces which 
trended towards standardisation, and a consequently 
simplified categorisation of practice, but they were 
also agents for centrifugal forces which challenged and 
contested this neat simplification process, and which 
sought to simultaneously dismantle such statist projects 
and processes. However, while there was some evidence 
of outright contestation, this in itself was not a simple 
process, instead reflecting the continued, multilayered 
influence of statistical processes and practices  – in 
the case presented, concerns about the constitution 
of student learning as encapsulated within NAPLAN 
results and evident during testing procedures. Such 
responses also reflected alternative concerns on the part 
of less experienced teachers to seek to improve their 
teaching practices, and to focus upon more immediate 
needs, as well as the systemic focus upon improving 
test results.
The emphasis upon collecting and valuing other 
forms of data within the school reflects this tendency 
to simultaneously challenge but, at the same time, to 
remain influenced by broader statist processes which 
valued quantitative data, and any evidence of student 
learning which might be employed to further improve 
NAPLAN results. The data collected  – including 
records of PROBE tests, Waddington’s reading tests, 
and South Australian Spelling tests  – were over-
whelming numerical in nature. And in a context of 
pressure for increased performance by Queensland 
schools (and particularly schools in northern Queens-
land), that these data were all quantitative measures of 
students’ literacy practices, and that they were under 
close surveillance concerning their NAPLAN results, is 
perhaps not surprising. Again, teachers’ responses may 
also reflect the need for professional development in the 
school, and the relatively younger and/or inexperienced 
demographic professional profile of the school.
However, this did not preclude the valuing of alterna-
tive evidence of student learning, and sometimes active 
and overt critique and criticism of more reductionist 
and discriminatory approaches which did not take 
into account the needs of those Indigenous students 
for whom Standard Australian English was a second 
(third, or fourth) language. While statistical accounts 
of students’ learning may have been useful for some 
purposes, and valued by teachers, recognition was 
also given to the knowledges and understandings of 
these students, and the difficulties some students had 
in simply expressing their understanding in Standard 
Australian English  – an assumed capacity embedded 
within standardised assessment instruments. Such a 
stance reflects an understanding of the need to scaffold 
such learners (Gibbons, 2008), and a desire for more 
engaged, context-responsive quality teaching practices 
(QSRLS, 2001; Quality Teaching, 2003) rather than 
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those associated with standardised testing instruments, 
and a desire to recognise students’ capacities, rather 
than to simply enact a prescribed script (Johnston 
& Hayes, 2008). The example of students re-writing 
Macbeth in their own language and context also reveals 
a valuing of in-depth understanding, deep knowledge 
and active construction of knowledge which charac-
terises more productive/quality teaching practices 
(QSRLS, 2001; Quality Teaching, 2003). Furthermore, 
active critiques of some elements of NAPLAN (such 
as some of the comprehension activities) and a valuing 
of those elements of the test, such as the writing task, 
construed as a stimulus for students to more genuinely 
display their literacy capacities, reflects a much more 
nuanced critique of such testing, and an understanding 
of the value of such instruments for the educational 
processes they can foster. However, this is a complex 
process, given the limited value ‘on-demand’ writing 
task and the problems of authenticity and purpose 
(Parr & Limbrick, 2010; Wiggins, 2009) (as elaborated 
above). Nevertheless, a broader conception of teachers’ 
and students’ own learning beyond test scores reflects 
a centrifugal force which values substantive literacy 
learnings, at least to some extent, in and of themselves.
Conclusion
While national testing can act as what Scott 
(1998) describes as a ‘state project of legibility and 
simplification’ (p.  9), how national testing actually 
plays out in relation to literacy practices in school 
settings is not necessarily easily or readily captured. 
Sætnan, Lomell and Hammer’s (2011) notion of the 
tension between centripetal and centrifugal forces to 
account for the struggles over what really counts are 
useful for capturing some of the complexity which 
attends national testing. However, the way in which 
such forces act simultaneously is not easily understood, 
but necessary for trying to make sense of such policy-
in-practice. In their efforts to foster productive 
literacy and teaching practices for their students more 
generally, teachers in this particular school were both 
‘produced by’ the focus upon statistics which swirled 
around NAPLAN, as well as sources of resistance to 
the inability of such data (and associated data) to show 
what students could really do. This was a nuanced 
process involving teachers taking an active role in 
the stances they proffered (Ball, Maguire, Braun and 
Hoskins, 2011b), sometimes proactively endorsing, 
sometimes accommodating, sometimes resisting and 
sometimes engaging in discourses which had nothing 
to do with national testing and the statistical ‘realities’ 
they privileged. In this way, the research provides a 
productive way of understanding and researching 
teachers’ approaches to literacy practices under broader 
policy conditions which tend to privilege the abstract 
and the general over the situated and the local, and 
for cautioning against the simplistic constitution of 
literacy learning through the codification of numbers 
more generally.
At the same time, the research also reveals the need 
for ongoing cautiousness about the value and validity 
of standardised testing processes, particularly in 
schooling settings characterised by multiple complexi-
ties. Such high-stakes testing practices do not reflect 
the necessarily situated, engaged, systematic, ongoing, 
authentic, connected, broad-ranging (individual, small-
group and whole-class) literacy teaching practices which 
characterise more productive/quality literacy practices, 
particularly for English language/ESL students under 
challenging material conditions. While recognising 
the existence of simultaneous antagonistic forces helps 
teachers better understand their work and learning, 
and how and why literacy teaching practices and asso-
ciated teacher and student learning unfold as they do, 
such recognition also points to the need to ensure such 
testing practices are never allowed to dominate over 
these more purposeful practices. Current research 
into effective literacy practices are much more benefi-
cial, and should be drawn upon to help inform policy 
makers’ decisions about schooling and testing practices 
for ESL/EAL/D students, and students more generally, 
than relying heavily upon standardised tests.
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ABSTRACT
High-stakes literacy testing is now a ubiquitous educational phenomenon. However, it remains 
a relatively recent phenomenon in Australia. Hence it is possible to study the ways in which 
such tests are reorganising educators’ work during this period of change. This paper draws upon 
Dorothy Smith’s Institutional Ethnography and critical policy analysis to consider this problem 
and reports on interview data from teachers and the principal in small rural school in a poor 
area of South Australia. In this context high-stakes testing and the associated diagnostic school 
review unleashes a chain of actions within the school which ultimately results in educators 
doubting their professional judgments, increasing the investment in testing, narrowing their 
teaching of literacy and purchasing levelled reading schemes. The effects of high-stakes testing in 
disadvantaged schools are identified and discussed.
Introduction
I would welcome more skilling of myself to be able to 
unpack the mandated tests. I’m happy to administer 
them because I think they can give some direction to 
programming, but whether it’s good direction or token, 
or whatever, is dependent on how well we unpack it 
and drill down into it. I guess I’m crying out for some 
help in that area. (Principal, small rural school in high 
poverty region)
This statement, from an experienced primary 
school principal in a poor rural community, touches 
on the complexity of the work and emotions associ-
ated with mandated literacy testing. Like most princi-
pals, he wants to do the right thing and willingly gets 
on with ‘administering’ the tests. He hopes that the 
results might ‘give some direction’, however he admits 
to being unsure about how he should interpret the 
results in order to decide on a ‘good direction’. There’s 
a lot going on here and we can hear his anxiety in the 
request for help. The principal was one of a number of 
school leaders from Victoria and South Australia who 
participated, along with their teachers, in our research 
project designed to investigate the reorganisation of 
educators’ work in the wake of the implementation of 
National Assessment Program: Literacy and Numeracy 
(NAPLAN). As did other principals in our study, he 
grapples daily with what it means to be working in a 
site which has been assessed a ‘failing school’ on the 
basis of a high-stakes test.
The project‘s design and analysis was informed by 
the Institutional Ethnography of Dorothy Smith (1987; 
2005; 2006). The lived experiences of school-based 
educators are typically absent from policy discussions 
and broader political, media and educational debates 
concerning standardised testing. The work – emotional, 
everyday and pragmatic  – is often invisible (Black-
more, 2004; Nichols & Griffith, 2009; Smith, 2005). 
Smith (2005), however, has developed an approach 
to researching how the practices of everyday life are 
organised and how those practices are coordinated 
beyond the local level, often by texts which come to 
rule how people go about their work. Yet it is people 
working and living in particular places who activate 
these texts in specific ways, eliciting chains of related 
actions with particular consequences for particular 
people. Following Smith, we argue that it is important 
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to hear from front-line workers – educators in schools, 
especially those who are working in challenging circum-
stances – about what mandated testing actually does to 
everyday practices. Hence our research endeavours to 
trace in the talk of educators the activation of a range 
of practices associated with high-stakes testing. In the 
case of the rural school considered here, we discuss how 
contemporary policy is enacted in situ though staff’s 
reported experiences of a school review, subsequent 
to the students’ poor performance on literacy tests, 
and their efforts to improve student test performance 
through the ways they purchase resources, group their 
students, spend their time, prioritise aspects of literacy 
and so on.
In terms of our ongoing program of research 
concerning the relationships between literacy educa-
tion and social justice, we believe it is increasingly 
urgent to consider the material effects of high-stakes 
tests in particular places. It is important in doing this 
to build on the work of others who have explored the 
compounded educational disadvantage often experi-
enced by young people growing up in rural poverty 
(Green & Letts, 2007) and the challenges faced by 
their teachers (Somerville, Plunkett & Dyson, 2010). 
At the same time, we recognise that the principal’s posi-
tioning as a school leader has altered with devolution 
to school-based management, performative cultures, 
concern with risk management, intensification of 
work, the emergence of new accountabilities, and the 
proliferation of educational policy and associated legal 
and financial reporting demands, and there has been 
useful work on these effects in policy and practice (Ball, 
2001; Blackmore, 2004; Lingard, 2010; McWilliam & 
Singh, 2004; Thomson, 2009). In what follows, we 
begin by examining the claims and assumptions upon 
which high-stakes testing is built, before moving on 
to examine the impact of these policies on one rural 
school.
NAPLAN, My School and ICSEA: High 
stakes for principals and teachers
For several decades in Australia, literacy has been a 
focus of government policy and now with the advent 
of the My School website’s (myschool.edu.au) annual 
reporting of school performance data, the standard-
ised measurement of literacy achievement has become 
high stakes. The centrepiece of the My School website 
and associated public discussions is the data generated 
through the standardised tests known as NAPLAN 
conducted annually on Year 3, 5, 7 and 9 students 
in all Australian schools. The reforms with which 
NAPLAN is associated operate within what can be 
labelled a ‘discourse of data’ (Poster et al., 1996) where 
numerical, standardised data have come to be the only 
information that counts when discussing the value of 
schools (Comber, 2012; Comber & Cormack, 2011; 
Kostogriz & Doecke, 2011). Within the proliferation 
of information and data about schools, cohorts of 
students, national and international performance, and 
so on, the narrow underlying logics of this discourse 
can be lost. These logics can be summarised as:
•	 standardised	 test	 results	 provide	 an	 accurate	 and	
reliable insight into students’ literacy and numeracy 
practice and performance
•	 literacy	 performance	 or	 standards	 as	 measured	
by these tests are the key indicator of the ‘value’ 
that schools provide to students and, by proxy, to 
the students’ future performance as workers and 
citizens –  a logic Comber and Hill (2000) identified 
as ‘literacisation’, especially for schools serving low 
SES students
•	 if	these	data	are	provided	in	ways	that	allow	managers	
and parents (as consumers who ‘choose’ schools) to 
compare the ‘value’ being added to their students by 
schools, underperforming schools can be identified 
and ‘incentivised’ to lift their performance, learning 
from those schools which are performing best, thus 
solving the problem of unequal outcomes
For these logics to work, as Lingard points out, schools 
need to be recast as part of a competitive educational 
‘market’.
A basic assumption is that competition between 
schools and parental pressures will push up standards 
and strengthen accountabilities. There is also at times 
a parental market choice discourse underpinning the 
policy (Lingard, 2010, p. 132).
The assumption that schools operate on a level 
playing field within a market can only be sustained if 
much of the actual work of teachers and principals, and 
of school context, is bracketed out. The emphasis in this 
discourse is on the teacher as the most important factor 
in student achievement (Berliner, 2013 forthcoming), 
eliding such issues as location, socio-economic status, 
race and linguistic background. What counts in deter-
mining the value of schooling becomes standardised 
data and the only solution for change within schools 
is teaching. Labaree (2011, p. 628) notes that statistics 
has come to dominate research about school effective-
ness and determine what will count as trustworthy 
information such that significant issues that don’t fit 
their frame receive virtually no attention – as he puts 
it, ‘[w]hen you are holding a hammer, everything looks 
like a nail’.
Significantly for the work of teachers and school 
leaders, the focus on data underpinned by competitive 
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logics is that the market will provide its own correc-
tive solutions to school underperformance. Consider 
the way that this logic works as it is expressed on the 
My School and NAPLAN websites. In a page titled 
‘Why NAP?’ a ‘key benefit’ of NAPLAN is described 
as ‘driving improvements’.
All Australian schools benefit from the outcomes of 
national testing, with aggregated results made avail-
able though comprehensive reports at the national 
and school level, accessible on-line (see Test Results). 
Schools can gain detailed information about how they 
are performing, and they can identify strengths and 
weaknesses which may warrant further attention.
The focus here is on the identification of ‘strengths 
and weaknesses’ through comparison with other 
schools. As explained on the My School website, key 
in this process of comparison is the concept of ‘like 
schools’ where, through the application of the Index 
of Community Socio-Economic Advantage (ICSEA), 
schools are grouped into those serving ‘statistically 
similar populations’.
ICSEA enables student results on national tests to be 
understood and compared in a fair and meaningful 
way, and enables schools seeking to improve their 
performance to learn from other schools with statisti-
cally similar populations.
Here we see an assumption that comparison (under-
pinned by competition) will foster a bootstrapping 
process to occur whereby ‘underperforming’ schools 
learn from their better-performing peers. A virtuous 
cycle of continuous improvement is thus assumed, 
centred on what teachers do in their classrooms and 
principals in their schools, with difference in loca-
tion, community resources, and so on, taken care of 
statistically. One of our key questions in working with 
teachers serving students in poverty and in different 
locations such as rural towns or poorly-resourced low 
socio-economic suburbs was how such logics worked, 
or didn’t work, for them in making a difference for 
their students.
League tables are dangerous (Alexander, 2010) and 
can result in the stigmatisation of school communi-
ties especially in the face of a dominant common-sense 
rationality that if poor people try harder/ work harder 
they should prosper. High-stakes testing, combined 
with educational policies based on meritocracy (Teese, 
2000; Teese & Polesel, 2003) or bootstrap mentali-
ties (Berliner, 2013 forthcoming), make poor perfor-
mance the problem of the poor and their teachers. If 
only the teachers taught the basics, if only the parents 
read them a bed-time story, if only the children worked 
harder, they would improve. These, ‘if only’ rationales 
ignore how poverty is actually produced. Poverty and 
the associated material realities of everyday life become 
statistical ‘noise’ that distracts from the (moral) imper-
ative to develop better pedagogies, better programs, 
better interventions. By this account the tests identify 
the problem within the ‘student body’ and teachers 
are positioned as the solution, through attending to 
the insights in the data and applying the pedagogic 
remedy. Berliner (2013 forthcoming, p.  1), in the US 
context, shows these logics have failed to deliver on 
their promise and asks:
What does it take to get politicians and the general 
public to abandon misleading ideas, such as ‘Anyone 
who tries can pull themselves up by their bootstraps’, or 
that ‘Teachers are the most important factor in deter-
mining the achievement of our youth’?
Those who do manage to pull themselves up by their 
bootstraps and teachers who manage to turn around 
the learning lives of their students are the extraordinary 
cases and not the norm, hence policy should not be 
based upon such exceptional instances. Bluntly Berliner 
argues: ‘Most children born into the lower social classes 
will not make it out of that class, even when exposed 
to heroic educators’ (Berliner, 2013 forthcoming, p. 2). 
He concludes that educational reform can only achieve 
so much when there is great inequality of wealth 
in a society and that at least part of the solution to 
better learning outcomes involves different economic 
policies and practices  – including fair wages, higher 
taxes to better resource schools (e.g. librarians, coun-
sellors, nurses) and providing better infrastructure in 
poor areas (e.g. transportation, health care, policing). 
In short, there is a need in wealthy nations with high 
inequality to provide substantive and ongoing invest-
ments in education and services allied with basic human 
rights. Schools cannot solve the effects of poverty.
This argument about the need to interrogate taken-
for-granted assumptions about school reform and 
literacy education in low socio-economic communities 
underlies our discussion of the local effects of global 
trends toward standardisation. We wish to compli-
cate the logics described above by considering the 
reported experiences of educators in one rural school 
in a poor regional community. We begin by describing 
the school’s location and population. We then turn to 
the principal’s and teachers’ reported experience of 
high-stakes testing in literacy. Finally we describe how 
students come to be understood in this context and the 
subsequent solutions designed for these ‘problems’ and 
how such practices are contingent upon the resources 
the school community can assemble.
School context
Wheatville (a pseudonym) is a small rural primary 
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school with an enrolment of around 140 to 150 students, 
with some variation due to transience associated with 
mobile populations. The local community suffers a high 
level of poverty and the principal and teachers see the 
context as disadvantaged and challenging. According 
to the My School website Wheatville’s ICSEA score was 
between the low 950s and high 940s from 2008 to 2010 
(with 1,000 being the mean for Australian schools)1. 
The My School website glossary claims that ICSEA is ‘a 
scale that enables meaningful comparisons to be made 
across schools’ because it identifies ‘schools serving 
similar student populations’. It goes onto explain that:
The variables used in calculating a value on the ICSEA 
scale include student-level data on the occupation 
and education level of parents/carers, and/or socio-
economic characteristics of the areas where students 
live, whether a school is in a metropolitan, regional or 
remote area, proportion of students from a language 
background other than English, as well as the propor-
tion of Indigenous students enrolled at the school. 
(http://www.acara.edu.au/myschool/myschool_glos-
sary:.html)
A detailed fact sheet has been produced to elaborate 
on how the scale has been calculated. However since its 
inception, school principals have contested the extent 
to which the ICSEA scale really does identify similar 
populations. In the case of Wheatville the ICSEA score 
indicates that it is below the mean but not dramatically 
so. However, the 2006 ABS data (http://www.census-
data.abs.gov.au) indicated that for the town in which 
the school was located, the median weekly income 
was significantly lower than national and state means 
(Table 1).
At the time of the study, according to the state educa-
tion department’s Index of Disadvantage, Wheatville 
Primary was a Category 2 school, where there are 7 
categories with 1 being the lowest. The department’s 
Index of Disadvantage is calculated on measures of:
•	 parental	economic	resources
•	 parental	education	and	occupation
•	 Aboriginality
•	 student	mobility
1 All statistics on Wheatville have been rounded or provided in 
a range to strengthen anonymity.
As the principal and teachers reported to us, Wheat-
ville experienced a great deal of mobility of population 
associated with casualised and seasonal labour, cheap 
housing and so forth. By the state education depart-
ment’s standards, Wheatville experienced a high level 
of disadvantage. Since the period in which the study 
was undertaken (2008–2010) some areas of the town 
have become gentrified with the arrival of ‘sea-changers’ 
which would account for the slightly higher incomes 
recorded in the 2011 census. However the points which 
we need to make here are concerned with the relation-
ships between the school’s literacy results on NAPLAN 
(and other standardised measures), the actual experience 
of poverty and its effects, the path to being declared a 
failing school and how this impacts on educators’ work 
in a small rural community. The short story here is that 
Wheatville students and their families experienced a 
high level of relative poverty. The teachers recognised 
this, as we will discuss below. Two other features of the 
school need to be stressed at this point. First, there was 
a very small enrolment, typically there were only about 
20 students (maximum) at any one level to be tested (i.e. 
in Years, 3, 5 & 7). Second, the school population was 
highly mobile, meaning it was quite likely that some 
students were recently arrived at the time of testing and 
rare for students to remain in the school for years 3, 5, 
7. Small numbers and high mobility introduce statistical 
uncertainty, so whether the ICSEA can represent the 
school population in terms of comparability is question-
able, as is the assumption that schools will be able to 
analyse their results in terms of ‘value-added’. These are 
complex questions and more than we can address in this 
paper, however the point we wish to make is that school 
context is very important in terms of how educators 
experience their work and not sufficiently accounted for 
by ICSEA. Indeed, as Smith (2005, pp. 165–182) has 
shown, it is the work of abstract texts such as the ICSEA 
to strip out the local and everyday, in order to make 
practices comparable and transportable. However, by 
ignoring the local and the diversity of populations, they 
represent schools in ways that simply don’t make sense 
to the participants who experience the daily/nightly 
effects of such things as student mobility, distance from 
services and regional poverty.
Table 1
2006 2011
Median weekly … Australia-wide Wheatville Australia-wide Wheatville
individual income $466 $300 $577 $390
household income $1,027 $570 $1,234 $720
family income $1,171 $660 $1,481 $850
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The principal’s and teachers’ experience of 
NAPLAN and being a failing school
To consider the way in which the language and prac-
tices of NAPLAN positioned the principal and teachers 
in Wheatville and the effects on their experience, we 
conducted an extended interview with the principal, 
Barry (a pseudonym), and a focus group discussion with 
the teachers who taught the grades where NAPLAN 
was used. Significant for all the participants was that 
the school was assessed as failing through a diagnostic 
review process initiated by the state education depart-
ment as a result of poor performance in the first round 
of NAPLAN. Interestingly, the whole notion of a diag-
nostic review has been imported into schools from 
the world of business, promoting analysis by outside 
experts as an unproblematic process. While this review 
had impacts on everyone, these effects were not neces-
sarily the same for the principal and the teachers.
The principal
Barry, as principal, saw that the diagnostic review and 
follow up ultimately provided him with the opportu-
nity to learn ‘how to lead literacy in the school’.
[W]e had the opportunity to be part of the literacy 
and numeracy diagnostic review process that involves 
Central Office and District Office review, and peer 
principals and staff, going into classrooms, looking at 
the way teachers teach, looking at the documentation 
we have relating to literacy and numeracy, and looking 
at our school development plans.
He explained that, following the initial Central 
Office and District Office review, he was then invited 
to be part of a national project for principals.
[O]ne of the things that process did was open a door 
for me to be part of the ‘Principals as Literacy Leaders’ 
project (emphasis added).
He expressed his strong enthusiasm for that project, 
describing it as ‘nation-wide’ and as ‘something that 
I have really valued’. In the same vein, he mentioned 
the opportunities that he believes teachers need ‘to 
take them out of their comfort zone’. We were struck 
in reading the transcript by the ways in which spatial 
metaphors featured in his talk, as is highlighted by 
terms italicised in the quotations from the transcript.
My keenness was to try and get some outside influence, 
particularly with the Year 3–7 group, so it was just 
another opportunity for them to consider how they’re 
going about things (emphasis added).
It is important to note that Barry was working as 
principal in a small rural school. Given his institutional 
locale, the spatial metaphors are telling. He did not 
have an assistant principal with whom he could consult 
or to whom he could delegate various tasks. Due to 
the difficulty of securing relieving teachers in his area, 
he was restricted in how much time he or his teachers 
could undertake professional learning away from the 
school. So his keenness for ‘outside influence’ for his 
middle and upper primary teachers and for himself as 
a principal from a ‘nation-wide’ project is understand-
able. The fact that his school was judged as failing 
before he was offered this opportunity is not stressed; 
rather, he ran with the affordances it provided and posi-
tioned himself as a principal who welcomed opportu-
nities to meet educators from interstate. It is clear he 
also welcomed the chance to learn alongside his peers. 
He ‘received’ information he believed he should have 
had in teachers’ college and subsequently developed 
confidence to question his teachers. Here we see the 
principal making the most of such a program, when 
he is repositioned as a literacy leader and given some 
assistance in learning practices for working with his 
teachers, such as observation and questioning.
However, his ‘opening doors’ and ‘opportunities’ 
rhetoric did not transfer into how he approached 
change to literacy pedagogy in the school and class-
room. Here his language altered. Keywords included: 
‘focusing’, ‘zeroing’, ‘digging’, and ‘drilling’. The frame 
of reference was narrower, deeper, and closed rather 
than wider and open. This is not surprising. As Lingard 
(2010, p. 131) points out, ‘a narrowed focus on literacy 
and numeracy’, is what the then Minister for Educa-
tion, and current Prime Minister, argued was required. 
The language of ‘narrowing’ and ‘focusing’ appears 
ubiquitous and not contestable.
As a school we’ve zeroed in on reading this term, 
because we felt … while some of our kids are below 
national benchmark in reading and writing, that 
reading, that’s where we’ve got most of our resources, 
that’s where we’ve got some key people on staff who are 
good resource people, and to go broadly literacy, it can 
sometimes water stuff down, so we just wanted to go 
narrower and a bit deeper with that (emphasis added).
Barry explained the need to use further testing such 
as the Neale Analysis for Years 4–7 students, so that 
teachers ‘can dig a bit deeper and find out more’ about 
students who may appear to read fluently but under-
stand little of what they read. He wanted to get beyond 
what he described as ‘throw away lines’ from teachers. 
This relationship with data and the need to do some-
thing with it was of considerable interest to all the prin-
cipals we have interviewed. ‘Data’ was a keyword; as it 
is across the field of education as part of an emerging 
‘discourse of data’. There was a sense in which princi-
pals needed to learn the mysteries of data interpretation 
and the implications for practice. As Smith (2006) and 
colleagues have pointed out, data allows for experts to 
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‘know’ about people’s experiences in ways that bracket 
out their lived experience; their everyday knowing.
There is a range of contradictions and tensions in 
Barry’s account of the impact of mandated literacy 
assessment upon his work as a school principal. In the 
interview Barry described surveillance and diagnosis of 
the school (from the ‘office’) and then in turn by him of 
classrooms. In Smith’s terms the key texts – namely the 
diagnostic review and the high stakes literacy tests  – 
unleash a chain of action and further text-mediated 
practices, whereby people reorganise their work around 
the centrality of the data. While he welcomed opportu-
nities, he saw a need to narrow and focus, to drill down. 
He was wary of teacher knowledge and judgment and, 
indeed, doubted his own professional knowledge. The 
discourses of data and improvement are not immedi-
ately meaningful yet they trigger a range of responses 
associated with the need to know differently.
A repeated theme of wanting not to be bound by the 
limits of the local and what that might entail, including 
being too comfortable and having low expectations, is 
reiterated. There was also a belief that solutions might 
be found elsewhere by taking opportunities and opening 
up in-school practices to review by outsiders. The 
resultant action however, and the resources required, 
must be found within the school, and the responsibility 
for change rests with the principal.
Barry: I mean I guess, just on an aside, my concern 
for that, as principal in a busy school, is it’s 
all very well to identify, but if it’s then the 
school needing to drive some sort of program 
or project, what support is there for me as 
leader for our staff to do more than we’re 
already doing without resources, so it’s going 
to be …
Researcher: So is there a potential criticism in there that 
we’re doing more and more to identify but 
not necessarily more and more to respond?
Barry: I think there is, yeah, I think so. I think there’s 
a feeling at times that the school’s asked to do 
more and more of a family’s responsibility, or 
a health agency responsibility, or a counsel-
ling role, whatever, and we don’t have the 
resources.
Barry almost apologised for raising his concern about 
the lack of extra resources ‘to close that gap signifi-
cantly’ and emphasised that his school ‘did the best 
we could with the resources we had’. In an interview 
which is peppered with the principal’s statements about 
meeting departmental expectations for improvement, 
this is one of the few criticisms he made about the 
impact of mandated literacy assessment on his work. 
He reported that he redirected the resources he had 
to meet the new priorities as he saw them. He was a 
willing subject appropriating the discourses which 
assessed his school as failing, taking on the responsi-
bility that he needed to learn how to lead literacy in 
his school, assiduously meeting departmental expecta-
tions, and actively researching programs to ‘close the 
gap’. Still, he portrayed himself as someone who needed 
‘skilling’ in terms of interpreting what the mandated 
tests show and the implications for practice they imply. 
He concluded with a plea for help in that regard to the 
interviewer. The loss of trust in the teaching profession 
and the undermining of the reliability of their judg-
ments which has been noted by critical policy analysts 
were evident here (see also Ball, 2001, 2003; Codd, 
2005). The principal not only questioned his teachers’ 
capacities to make sense of, and work productively 
with, data, but also his own. As Blackmore (2010, 
p. 642) observes, ‘Leadership is about fear and desire – 
the desire to make a difference, the desire to prove and 
improve oneself.’
This insight applies to Barry and, in terms of Smith’s 
(2005) approach to understanding translocal discourses 
and practices on people’s everyday doings, it is clear 
that from the time when Barry’s school was designated 
as failing in terms of the NAPLAN results and the 
subsequent external review, to the time when the inter-
view was conducted approximately a year later, he had 
significantly reorganised his approach to being a prin-
cipal. He literally subjected himself to what he could and 
should learn about how to ‘lead literacy in the school’. 
The new imperative to lift measurable standards in his 
school resulted in considerable attention and resources 
being redirected to assessment of literacy. His account 
indicated that he allocated a significant amount of his 
time and that of his teachers on activities designed to 
‘bump’ up their results on NAPLAN.
The teachers
There were interesting patterns of similarity and differ-
ence with the principals’ account when considering 
what the teachers had to say about their experience of 
NAPLAN and the broader discourse of data. For the 
teachers as well as the principal, the review process 
which followed the early NAPLAN results which repre-
sented Wheatville as a failing school was a key event. 
However, while the principal was able to represent this 
as an opportunity for opening out his own knowledge 
and experience, for some of the teachers it was the 
stigmatisation of failure that stood out for its implied 
judgement of their skill as teachers.
Our whole school got low figures over the last few years, 
and that meant that last year we had like a review. There 
were some people that came to our school, remember 
that, a team came to our school, and interviewed every 
84 Australian Journal of Language and Literacy, Vol. 36, No. 2, 2013
cormack & comber • High stakes literacy testing and local effects in a rural school
one of us, and it really made me feel under pressure and 
like it was questioning my performance as a teacher, 
and my abilities, and made me feel quite low and flat … 
They sent a team out to … the aim was to review why 
we were getting low figures, and maybe develop some 
strategies, but it didn’t come across that way at all I 
didn’t feel. I felt they were very, quite intrusive and 
really not assisting us at all. They were more critical 
and judging and not sympathetic to the scenarios that 
we were [working] with (Year 3 teacher).
This extract illustrates the heightened anxiety that 
was evident when the teachers discussed the judgements 
arising from the school’s NAPLAN results. It also illus-
trates Smith’s (2005) insight that knowing from the 
standpoint of a practitioner, in this case, the teachers, 
is very different from the knowing that comes from 
abstraction, figures, and categorisation which ignores 
people’s experience, in this case to the point where 
the reviewers were not interested at all in the actual 
‘scenarios’ which teachers saw as key to their work. The 
same labels, practices and texts can come to have very 
different impacts on people’s work, depending on their 
location or institutional position; and an educational 
consultant can ‘read’ a failing school without qualms. 
Another teacher emphasised that it was the potential 
for public naming and shaming that was a key concern.
Are they going the English and American models of 
putting them in publications and then, you know, 
people will be going, ‘Oh, look at that school compared 
to that school’, and parents are going to be going, ‘Oh 
well, I’m going to take my child out of that school’… 
(Year 4/5 teacher)
The central message, according to the teachers, was 
that only the standardised data count, and that the 
NAPLAN results would come to be the sole measure of 
a school’s reputation and of the work of the teachers. 
As the year 6/7 teacher said, ‘There’s so many bril-
liant things that take place, yet they’ll just look at the 
results’. At the same time, the teachers had taken up 
Barry’s message that standardised data were impor-
tant and that improving results on the tests was the 
key response to be made, but there was little sense of 
support coming from beyond the school, possibly as a 
result of the negative experience of the school review. 
Thus teachers felt thrown back onto their own resources 
and histories in deciding how to move forward. For 
some, too, the language and logic of the discourse of 
data was unfamiliar.
I tell you what, it’s very brain daunting when they do 
all of that in facts and figures and everything. I mean 
you’re trying to relate that to how that works with you 
and what you’re doing, and you’ve really got to have 
a mathematical mind to understand some of the stuff 
that they’re putting out. (Year 3 teacher)
These frames of reference obliterate teachers’ usual 
interpretive resources. In contrast to the principal, the 
teachers’ talk was less about NAPLAN as an oppor-
tunity, and more about it as a problem to be encoun-
tered, wrestled with and overcome where possible. 
The teachers were not without resources or ideas from 
their own experience to deal with NAPLAN, but these 
were in discourses quite different from, or even cynical 
about, the promise of standardised testing. One of the 
teachers noted that NAPLAN was the latest in a long 
line of curriculum and assessment reforms stretching 
back more than two decades and resisted seeing the 
latest as the last word in what to do – after all, there 
would be others to come, and each had its own new 
lexicon to master.
Unlike the principal, the teachers were highly critical 
of the test, describing it as: limited to testing only a few 
components of literacy; emphasising simple answers; 
too much about pencil and paper; featuring content 
irrelevant to their students’ lives; and, tellingly, not 
providing information that was particularly useful or 
timely for helping their students improve. On this last 
point, they noted that the timing of the results left little 
time to act on the information, especially as it was on 
only some students in their multi-grade classrooms. 
However, they were supportive of Barry on the need 
to gather more information about their students, so 
the perceived shortcomings of NAPLAN were compen-
sated for by bringing in other standardised tests that 
were administered in a more timely way. Some teachers 
noted that the information from these tests was more 
user friendly than earlier standards-referenced models 
of assessment being promoted by the system, as they 
provided an age or grade level and for every student 
in the class. They also pointed out how many of the 
assumptions behind NAPLAN and school improve-
ment were problematic in a small rural school. Teaching 
in multi-grade classrooms, information was provided 
about only some students and, due to the mobility of 
their student population, even those in the grades doing 
the test might have been elsewhere when the test was 
given, or moved on since.
The teachers clearly recognised the importance of 
the test data for the reputation of the school and their 
own performance as teachers, even as they disputed its 
validity for those who worked with students in poverty. 
They knew they had no choice but to engage in the 
discourse of data, and try to do the best they could 
to improve results. What this meant in practice, as 
they pointed out, was a narrowing of the curriculum 
and a loss of ‘variety’. The teachers described how the 
response to the tests led to a focus on literacy, then 
within that field, to spelling and reading. The reasoning 
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was that these were the areas that were high profile, and 
by concentrating on these, at least improvement might 
be possible. This seemed the only sensible response in 
practice given that the students were already behind 
their peers when they arrive at the school gate. As one 
teacher put it, ‘your kids are going to be behind the 
8-ball from the start, you know, to keep up with the 
standard, so yeah, it’s a bit of a tough ask’. Led by 
Barry, the school had used its limited resources to buy 
in a US-based reading scheme Lexiles (http://lexile.
com), which promised to, ‘match readers with texts 
essential for growth and monitor their progress toward 
standards’. Thus the tests, even as they failed to provide 
teachers with useful guidance for their teaching, came 
to regulate their pedagogy to some degree and to deter-
mine the (newly narrowed and globalised) curriculum 
they offered. In spite of their belief in the importance 
of responding to their students in sensitive ways, the 
NAPLAN review process overwhelmed local aspi-
rations through its emphasis on standard forms of 
(evidence-based) practice (see also Nichols & Griffith, 
2009 for an example from Canada). As is shown in the 
next section, the ways that students could be talked 
about was also strongly affected by the discourse of 
data.
NAPLAN and the discursive construction 
of the poor rural student
A number of our research projects have investigated 
how normative discourses work to constitute the 
ideal (and indeed the problem) student with respect 
to English literacy (Comber, 1997; Cormack, 2011). 
We have always been concerned to understand the fall-
out for students and, indeed, teachers that emanates 
from the unproblematic insistence on the norm at the 
expense of diversity (Luke, 2012). Given that Wheat-
ville was considered a failing school with the advent of 
high-stakes testing, we are interested in the effects on 
teachers’ discursive and pedagogical practices as well 
as the interpretive resources they employed at this time 
and place to constitute their students.
In small rural primary schools, staffing formulas 
mean that it is inevitable that some classes are multi-
age, such as 3/4 or 5/6/7 for example. However, 
students are tested in year level cohorts and perfor-
mances on NAPLAN are reported in terms of year 
levels for individual schools, allowing Year 3 cohorts 
around Australia to be compared. It is not surprising 
in this policy context that students came to be spoken 
about in ways that differentiated them from the norm. 
In the teacher focus group, students were variously 
described as members of a ‘group’ (year level, ability or 
age) and/or as ‘disadvantaged’, as we illustrate below. 
The repeated insistence on the need for ability group-
ings for teaching component skills of literacy – spelling, 
reading, writing  – was significant and reflected the 
school’s goals to improve their measurable performance 
on standardised tests of literacy.
Once again it’s split into four different groups at the 
moment in the class depending on their level of spelling. 
(Year 5/6 teacher)
I do reading groups and I do writing groups and I do 
spelling groups … On the spelling side of things at the 
lower end we’re also doing basic sight words, frequency 
words. (Year 3 teacher)
Here we can see how teachers organised their time and 
their students in order to accommodate different stand-
ards of performance as determined by a range of tests. 
The logic of NAPLAN transfers into the classroom as 
teachers grapple with different year level expectations – 
a good example of what Smith (2005) refers to as the 
‘translocal’ organisation of activity through coordi-
nating texts. The acceptance of standards-grouping is 
not surprising, nor it being considered part of a possible 
solution for raising test scores. However, elsewhere in 
the discussion it was clear that this ethos was incon-
sistent with teachers’ preferred ways of operating and 
their understandings about equity. The very pragmatics 
of grouping may have unanticipated effects.
4/5 teacher: This year for my NAPLAN somebody else 
administered the test. I had only about five 
students that had to sit the test, so those 
students worked with a …
3 teacher: So we have multi year level classes for 
starters, so there’s one problem, so your class 
had to be split.
4/5 teacher: Yep. Those students that were going to do 
that test had to work with a Student Support 
Officer and go out with them for a number 
of hours over a week or two weeks I think it 
was, and go through last year’s test and look 
at questions, talk about concepts, all of that 
sort of …
6/7 teacher: Which puts them at a disadvantage as 
opposed to those that are in a classroom 
where the teacher is, or has, that year level, 
and where your kids are having to go out for 
this, and like Teacher 4 had, it’s mostly year 
5, so a bigger group of year 5s, so what she’s 
teaching she can sort of explicitly teach what 
they need to be doing, whereas these other 
kids only have a school support person in 
order to develop these kids.
Here the teachers explain how the logic of testing 
year-level cohorts impacts on what they do and how 
students are prepared for the tests and by whom, with 
one teacher raising questions about equity. One group 
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of Year 5 students was actually prepared to take the 
test, not by their classroom teacher, but by an aide. 
Here we can see how students’ educational disadvan-
tage may be unwittingly escalated when the school’s 
actions, intended to give more assistance in small 
groups, actually result in less teaching by a qualified 
educator. The Year 6/7 teacher had his students re-take 
the test so that he could use it to identify problem areas.
That’s the most important thing that I use it for, 
because I’ve got immediate feedback as to what needs 
to happen so I can modify my program or modify what 
we’re doing, just to look at what they’ve missed out on, 
where the group is lacking. (Year 6/7 teacher)
The mentality associated with the testing becomes 
one of looking for deficits, which is also implied in the 
principal’s stated goal: ‘what I’d like us to do better is 
to look at individual students and identify their gaps, 
and then try and address those gaps’. We see that if 
the student is framed within a discourse of testing and 
diagnosis, then the pedagogical problem is also framed 
as the need to identify and apply a cure. This is an 
example of the way that the discourse of data incor-
porates tiers of decisions and actions which reach into 
daily classroom life (Griffith & Smith, 2005) and come 
to affect how students are actually labelled and treated. 
As Nichols and Griffith (2009, p. 247) point out, ‘people 
learn to describe their work in these terms’. We do not 
mean to suggest that there was no contestation amongst 
these teachers about this logic, nor that they subscribed 
totally to deficit discourses. The situation was consid-
erably more complex with teachers employing a range 
of (sometimes contradictory) discourses to talk about 
their students’ life experiences as unconnected to the 
content of the tests, or to the knowledge that counts. 
Hence, while the teachers reorganised their literacy 
lessons in terms of groups based on test standards, they 
by no means saw such tests as unproblematic. While 
they acted pragmatically on the findings in a somewhat 
compliant fashion, they noted issues related to relia-
bility and also with the fairness of the texts of the tests 
themselves and reiterated the importance of considering 
context in terms of their work and their students. In 
the focus group discussions, teachers grappled with the 
consequences of NAPLAN and the wider discursive 
construction of the poor rural student.
4/5 teacher: Another way of thinking about is they have, 
I think it’s category 1 to category 7 levels of 
disadvantage. Well we’re a category 2, so 
we’re pretty  … Aboriginal schools are 1s 
so …
Researcher: And so category 7 is like …
3 teacher: One is the hardest, 2 is the second hardest.
4/5 teacher: Seven might be a Suburb A or a Suburb B 
[wealthy suburbs in the state’s capital city].
6/7 teacher: The leafy suburbs apparently.
4/5 teacher: Well we’re a 2, so that’s, you know, and so …
3 teacher: When you come in here you’re working hard.
4/5 teacher: It’s those low category schools, you know, 
and it’s all based on income and social disad-
vantage. I mean those low category schools 
are the ones that are going get most of the 
fallout from the NAPLAN.
The teachers draw on the state education depart-
ment’s Index of Disadvantage to situate their school 
on a continuum from most disadvantaged to the most 
affluent, concluding that working in their school was 
officially ‘hard’. This discussion had been initiated by 
one of the teachers recalling the history of Wheatville in 
terms of class, but stressed that politicians and policy-
makers (‘they’) only take into account the test results 
and ignore ‘the brilliant things’ being achieved by the 
students and teachers in the school. In the dialogue 
above, the teachers invoke the school’s authorised 
category of disadvantage to explain the test results and 
point out that it will be schools such as theirs that ‘get 
most of the fall-out from NAPLAN’ (see also Comber, 
2012). As they continue the conversation we can see 
how these students and their families become a problem 
once again for their lack of literacy. The practices of 
parents are questioned in terms of their provision of 
adequate learning opportunities.
3 teacher: When you think of that in terms of literacy 
I mean: What’s literate about their parents? 
What’s in their home that supports literacy? 
How are they spending their money?
4/5 teacher: How is it valued?
3 teacher: Do they get a newspaper? Can they afford 
that? What do they do, do they tune into tele-
vision? Do they read a book at night time?
6/7 teacher: How to get their attention and keep it and 
[inaudible – overtalk].
3 teacher: How to get them involved in what’s going 
on. Do they actually understand what their 
children are doing? Are their children even 
better off than they are?
6/7 teacher: Are they at school?
4/5 teacher: So with those low categories …
3 teacher: Access to computers, you know, money prob-
lems and things.
4/5 teacher: So for those low category schools, I mean like 
we said before, it’s no big surprise when we 
get the NAPLAN stuff back.
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These propositions are all too familiar in that here we 
see a return to the ubiquitous circularity of educational 
blame and the near impossibility of ‘getting out of 
deficit’ (Comber & Kamler, 2004) or shifting ‘default 
positions’ (Johnson & Hayes, 2007), whereby the 
poor are blamed for their lack of effort, inappropriate 
spending, inadequate practices and so on. So, while they 
begin by recognising that Wheatville is a disadvantaged 
school with high levels of transience, low income and 
social disadvantage, they then buy into to the common 
sense argument that the parents are responsible for the 
problems they experience as teachers. The students may 
not be giving their ‘attention’, or even be ‘at school’; at 
home they may not be accessing computers, books and 
parents who should help them become literate. Lack is 
a key theme here. The teachers then reiterate that the 
policy-makers and politicians (‘they’) still expect the 
teachers to do better.
3 teacher: But they want us to be better than we are.
4/5 teacher: Oh yeah, I know that, and we aspire to be 
better than we are, but for those low category 
schools, when those results come back, and 
if they start using it in a much wider commu-
nity-based publications or whatever …
3 teacher: ‘This area is a low achiever, don’t send them 
there’.
4/5 teacher: … [T]hose schools that are high category, 
they’re going to go ‘Oh yeah, well we’re 
doing alright, we could lift our game but 
we’re doing OK’. It’s all the 1s, 2s, 3s, they’re 
all the ones, and what have we learned from 
that, really, in the big picture things, what 
have we learnt? Yes, these kids are disadvan-
taged. Yes, their literacy and numeracy skills 
are lower. Gee, that’s a surprise!
While the teachers accept their responsibility to aspire 
to do better, buying into the bootstrapping rationality 
and continuous improvement discourses, they fear the 
backlash from the publicity associated with failure 
and what it can do to their community. They predict 
that their enrolments may diminish as they rehearse 
what parents might say to each other, even imag-
ining a description of Wheatville portrayed as a ‘low 
achieving area’. It’s not so surprising when they end 
rather cynically pointing out they learn little through 
these processes of testing and public accountability that 
helps them to do their work any better. Meanwhile, the 
leafy green schools are ‘doing alright’.
Conclusions
With limited resources at their disposal, teachers and 
school leaders have little choice but to respond with 
respect to the logic of the discourse of data and work 
to limit reputational damage to the school and them-
selves. As we have seen, however, the resources for that 
response may be very limited in a rural school serving 
a poor community. There seemed little opportunity for 
the bootstrapping processes assumed in the logic of 
standards-reform, or for teachers to learn from those 
places where it is apparently done better. The reality 
was not of a lively market for reform, but the imposition 
of standards-based solutions and subsequent take-up of 
global, generic curriculum from a large multinational 
company in the form of a reading scheme. Both the 
principal and the teachers were left to struggle with 
the implications of meaning of the data they collect 
which, ironically, only served to confirm what they 
already knew  – that their students were ‘behind the 
8-ball’ – and simultaneously to discount what was actu-
ally being accomplished.
Students, in turn, are labelled, grouped and taught in 
relation to the deficits the tests reveal. They experience a 
curriculum which focuses on what they can’t do, which 
also squeezes out other, more hopeful and energising, 
topics and activities. Notwithstanding the limits and 
the pressures, some teachers still aim for ethical peda-
gogic practices even in the face of demands to focus 
on minimal standards. These teachers can call on long 
experience in finding ways of working with students 
that don’t come from a prescribed program manual, 
and which are tailored to their students. For example, 
one teacher reported having his students re-take the test 
in order to enable him help them with areas they did not 
understand. Rather than waiting for the results to come 
several months later, he took pedagogical responsibility 
for immediately teaching them the specific strategies 
and approaches to the tasks indicated as a problem by 
the tests.. Despite teachers’ best intentions, however, 
standardised mandated assessments do have differen-
tial effects. Rather than ‘closing the gap’ or amelio-
rating educational disadvantage, policies may, indeed, 
result in a limited and reduced education for children 
growing up in rural poverty. Results from the mandated 
test led to a further of investment of money and time in 
testing and the purchase of levelled reading schemes as 
numerical comparative data is seen as all the matters. 
The ways in which the work of teachers is coordinated 
beyond the district or even the state become clear along 
with the significant risks of educators coming to doubt 
their own judgments.
One key problem with the discourse of data and its 
various technologies, is that the materiality of poverty 
and place is backgrounded while reconstituting 
teachers’ work as sets of generic techniques. In this 
regime, schools are responsible for failure and left with 
the problems that are identified through standardised 
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tests. Educational researchers have long stressed 
the importance of contesting the deficit discourses 
concerning the learning capabilities of students 
growing up in poverty. Yet we have found it difficult to 
help teachers to assemble other discursive resources for 
understanding the material realities of poverty without 
assigning blame. Not surprisingly teachers can resort to 
deficit explanations which, in turn, pass on the blame 
for failure to parents and the community. This is not 
the only story to be told of the school, however. Both 
the principal and the teachers tried to work around 
the shortcomings of the situation in which they found 
themselves and had past experience of success – limited 
and transitory as it may have been – to build on ‘the 
brilliant things’ that have worked for students in diffi-
cult circumstances. Unfortunately, within the discourse 
of data, such experience doesn’t ‘count’.
To return to Dorothy Smith’s (2005) desire for a 
‘sociology for people’, whereby people come to under-
stand how their work is being coordinated, our hope 
is that research such as this which shows how policy 
is enacted in particular situations will create the possi-
bilities for change and for educators to imagine ‘richer 
and more intelligent’ accountabilities (Lingard, 2010, 
p.  132). The dominance of comparative numerical 
data about student performance in limited aspects of 
literacy, as the only data that counts for student and 
school success, is simply not good enough.
Note
This paper is based on work from the research project, 
Mandated Literacy Assessment and the Reorganisation of 
Teachers’ Work is an Australian Research Council (ARC) 
Discovery Project (DP0986449) between the University of 
South Australia, Queensland University of Technology and 
Deakin University in Australia and York and Victoria Univer-
sities in Canada. The chief investigators are Barbara Comber, 
Phillip Cormack, Helen Nixon, Alex Kostogriz and Brenton 
Doecke. Partner investigators in Canada are Dorothy Smith 
and Alison Griffith. The views expressed in this paper are 
those of the authors only.
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The ethical practice of teaching literacy: 
Accountability or responsibility?
Alex Kostogriz and Brenton Doecke
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ABSTRACT
This article focuses on the recent introduction by the Australian government of standardised 
literacy testing, and raises questions about the impact of this reform on the professional ethics 
of English literacy teachers in primary and secondary schools. We draw on data collected as 
part of a major research project, involving interviews with teachers about their experiences of 
implementing standardised testing in Victoria and South Australia that focused on the changing 
nature of their work practices through the implementation of such tests. The paper traces the 
ways in which teachers’ work is increasingly being mediated by standardised literacy testing to 
show how these teachers struggle with the tensions between state-wide mandates and a sense of 
responsibility towards their students. Through an analysis of research data collected in public 
schools, the paper challenges circumscribed understandings of ethical practice on the part of 
teachers as a matter of being publicly accountable through mechanisms like the publication 
of standardised test results. It invokes, instead, a situated notion of professional ethics as 
responsiveness to those around us. The paper argues the primacy of an ethic of care that cannot 
be measured, and which is enacted in resistance to the judgments made by standardised tests.
Introduction
Over the last three decades, teachers around the 
world have witnessed myriad instances of the idea of 
educational accountability. In most cases this idea has 
been materialised in the ‘right-to-know’ policies that 
demand public access to school performance data so 
that the quality of education is increasingly scruti-
nised and educational outcomes are supposedly more 
transparent. Calls for greater accountability have often 
been justified by public concerns about the produc-
tivity of school systems and teachers, in times of ever 
increasing economic competitiveness within a global 
market place. Many governments have developed strat-
egies that are designed to improve the performance of 
their education systems, and most of these strategies are 
about tightening control over the teachers’ work. The 
demand for greater accountability has triggered there-
fore a more visible shift from a belief in the value of the 
relative professional autonomy of teachers (as in ‘clas-
sical professionalism’ (Hargreaves & Goodson, 1996, 
p. 4)) to test-based accountability systems as a means 
of external control (through the nationally mandated 
mechanisms of monitoring teachers’ performance and 
compliance). Although the reasons for introducing 
these performativity mechanisms can vary across devel-
oped countries, it is clear that accountability today is a 
core concept of neoliberal policy-making in education 
around the world. Indeed, it is not an exaggeration to 
say that educational accountability is both fashioning 
and normalising what counts as teacher profession-
alism and quality teaching in the ‘audit society’ (Power, 
1997).
Educational accountability mirrors the prevailing 
economic values, and the reasons for its prolifera-
tion can be found in a political and economic context 
in which schooling is seen to play a major part 
(Leithwood, 2005). Literacy in Australia, for example, 
has been identified as a key to improving labour market 
outcomes and economic productivity (Shomos, 2010). 
As a result, businesses have put pressure on policy-
makers and education systems to increase the literacy 
capability of the national workforce in order to meet 
the higher literacy demands of contemporary work-
places. The Productivity Commission report, Impact 
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of COAG Reforms: Business Regulation and VET 
(2012), in particular, emphasises the link between 
literacy levels and employability of people. Although 
the connection between literacy and job opportunities 
has been discussed many times over several decades, it is 
only recently that literacy has been officially promoted 
on the national scale as a set of basic or foundational 
skills, reinforcing standards for adult literacy education 
(see LLNP discussion paper, 2012). Equally, and largely 
for the same economic reasons, increasing the account-
ability of teachers for literacy outcomes has become a 
hallmark of standards-based reforms of schooling in 
Australia.
Previously, teacher performance in literacy education 
was managed on smaller state, regional and local scales 
by bureaucratic and professional forms of accounta-
bility (e.g., through diagnostic tests such as An Even 
Start, TORCH, PIPS, PAT-R). It is only with the intro-
duction of the National Assessment Program – Literacy 
and Numeracy (NAPLAN) in 2008 that schools and 
English language teachers have experienced increasing 
political involvement in literacy education on the 
national scale. NAPLAN, in particular, has consoli-
dated a test-based system of accountability with the 
intention of making teachers responsible for the literacy 
outcomes of all students, regardless of their social and 
cultural advantages and disadvantages. This type of 
accountability with respect to the ‘outputs’ achieved 
has been supplemented by a simultaneous investment 
in ‘inputs’, such as fiscal resources (e.g. Building the 
Education Revolution (BER) investment), teacher 
quality (e.g. the new National Professional Standards 
for Teachers and School Leaders) and the curriculum 
(e.g. the Australian Curriculum). All these ‘input’ meas-
ures are intended to trigger a positive change in the 
quality and effectiveness of education, more broadly, 
and literacy outcomes, in particular. However, due to 
the high-stakes nature of NAPLAN and associated 
emphases on competition and school choices, as deter-
mined by the so-called ‘transparency’ of performance 
data on the My School website, this test-based form of 
accountability has also produced a number of negative 
effects.
Research into this new Zeitgeist of educational policy 
and practice has revealed its various effects on teachers’ 
work and students’ learning. The most sustained 
critique of high-stakes assessment regime and stand-
ards-based reforms comes from the US and the UK 
(Armein & Berliner, 2002; Au, 2008; Koretz, 2008; 
Taubman, 2009). Critics argue that mandated literacy 
testing narrows down the curriculum, distorts teaching 
and learning and does not promote ‘real’ improvements 
in student learning. This is because the information 
generated by tests is predominantly oriented to external 
audiences rather than to the teachers themselves. 
Because of this external pressure, teachers and prin-
cipals are motivated to demonstrate higher results by 
teaching to the test. As a consequence, high-stakes tests 
negatively affect local teaching practice. They mediate 
relationships between teachers and their students in a 
way that undermines teachers’ capacity to respond to 
the felt needs of young people, reproduce dominant 
social relations in education, pathologise social and 
cultural disadvantage, particularly of EAL/D students, 
thereby making learning environments culturally and 
textually poorer (Doecke, Kostogriz & Illesca, 2010; 
Kostogriz, 2011, 2012; Kostogriz & Doecke, 2011). 
Some critics claim that high-stakes literacy testing 
produces a negative emotional impact on teachers that 
goes beyond the oft-reported issues of stress and over-
work (Oplatka, 2009). Teachers experience a loss of 
power and control, and the sense of being permanently 
under a surveillance regime can lead to fear, disaffec-
tion, anger and resistance (Ball, 2003; Kostogriz, 2012; 
Perryman, 2007).
We do not intend to dwell on these negative effects 
of accountability, though we believe that a lot 
could be said about them in the Australian context 
of mandated literacy testing. The purpose of this 
paper is rather to focus on the effects of test-based 
accountability on the professional ethics of teaching. 
Focusing on professional ethics means explicating 
the effects of external accountability measures on 
fundamental aspects of teaching practice, most 
notably the relationships between teachers and their 
pupils and the ethical obligations that inhere within 
those relationships. One can argue the primacy of 
ethics in teaching simply because education, among 
other things, has to do centrally with the relationships 
between people (teachers, students and others). All 
other aspects of education, such as its quality and 
effectiveness with respect to pupils’ learning, can be 
productively addressed only if teaching is responsive to 
others and if the other is acknowledged. The objective 
of this article is, therefore, to examine the effects of 
educational accountability on the teachers’ sense of 
responsibility as an essential component of their stance 
as educators vis-a-vis the young people in their care.
Accountability and responsibility in 
literacy education
It is difficult, and probably unproductive, to argue 
against accountability in education. Accountability has 
been always central to teachers’ work. Depending on 
for what and to whom accountability is owed, schools 
and teachers have experienced various waves of moral, 
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bureaucratic, fiscal, professional and legal account-
ability measures. More than a century ago, it was 
not uncommon for parents to judge teachers on their 
ability to keep classroom order or to have a virtuous life 
beyond the school to an extent that is both unthinkable 
and unlawful today (McDermont, 2011). Studies into 
educational policies have analysed various account-
ability shifts and revealed differences between how 
systems, schools and teachers understand their obliga-
tions to provide an account of themselves. It might be 
helpful therefore to start with a more general definition 
of accountability before engaging with the issue of test-
based accountability, which is currently the most visible 
form of accountability in education.
In definitional terms, accountability is usually under-
stood to mean one’s ‘liability to be called to account’ for 
what one has done or not done (Macquarie Dictionary, 
2009). The account may include a report, explanation, 
statement, justification or excuse, depending on the 
level of accountability and on who is accountable to 
whom and for what. In education, this gives rise to 
an understanding of accountability that is not simply 
the responsibility of an individual teacher but some-
thing for which the profession as a whole is respon-
sible. For instance, if it is a system-wide situation then 
the profession lays itself open to criticism and takes 
responsibility for collective actions and their conse-
quences on a social plane of educational accountability. 
This kind of accountability involves a social contract 
and moral relationships between the profession and 
the state and between the teachers and the public (i.e., 
parents and care-givers). Usually this form of account-
ability involves both an internal or profession-based 
accountability and an external accountability to the 
state and the public. On an individual plane, a teacher 
who is held accountable for her actions becomes subject 
to various responses to her account of the action such 
as, for example, praise or blame and reward or punish-
ment. One’s sense of accountability in teaching prac-
tice can depend, however, on whether or not a teacher 
accepts a causal relationship between her actions and 
the learning outcomes achieved by her students.
This understanding of accountability, by and large, 
assumes ‘the position of a subject-cause, an agent or 
an author who can be displayed as a subjectum for 
its actions’ (Raffoul, 2010, p.  5). Increasing calls for 
teachers to be more accountable for literacy outcomes 
are based on such understanding of agency, positioning 
teachers as being the direct cause of their students’ 
learning. This is particularly visible in discourses of 
quality teaching that identify teachers as one of the 
most important factors influencing student achieve-
ment (e.g. Darling-Hammond, 2003, 2006). Based on 
reviews of studies of student achievement in the United 
States, Darling-Hammond, LaFors & Snyder (2001, 
p. 10) concluded that teachers’ knowledge, expertise, 
education and experience ‘account for a larger share of 
the variance in students’ achievement than any other 
single factor, including poverty, race, and parent educa-
tion’. In Australia, a number of studies have similarly 
concluded that the quality of teaching is an important 
factor accounting for variations in school students’ 
achievements (e.g. Cuttance, 2001; Rowe, 2003; 
Rowe, Turner & Lane, 2002). Hattie’s work (2003, 
2008, 2011) is cited regularly to reinforce this posi-
tion. Policy-makers interpret this research narrowly 
‘as a single biggest variable’ affecting school outcomes 
in order to justify a system of teacher control through 
NAPLAN and My School (Gillard, 2008). The insist-
ence on such positioning of teachers and their account-
ability deserves more attention, particularly with regard 
to the professional ethics that it promotes and how this 
may affect their sense of responsibility.
In conditions of external accountability, when 
teachers are made solely accountable for numbers 
(in the form of test scores), it is impossible to discuss 
professional ethics as a pedagogical act in which one is 
personally implicated and for which one carries respon-
sibility vis-à-vis the other. The world of numbers – the 
world of My School – is a place of abstraction in which 
particular teaching practices and events, as well as social 
relationships between teachers and students, disappear. 
This world is indifferent to the everyday life of teachers 
in schools, their unique locations in communities, 
their decision-making about what and how to teach, 
and their situated sense of responsibility for students. 
The world of numbers recognises teachers as a work-
force – a collective subject that is both the ‘cause of’ 
and ‘accountable for’ learning outcomes (test results); 
as an agency that should have a capacity to influence 
students who, in the current system of accountability, 
are empty spaces to be filled with the knowledge and 
skills that are deemed to be requisite for participation 
in the labour market.
What follows from this is a universalised and seem-
ingly empowering representation of teachers as a ‘free’ 
subject that can make a difference on the basis of their 
professional knowledge and skills, and also on the basis 
of a moral duty attached to such a view of the subject. 
Because these capabilities and morality are perceived as 
a cause of the subject’s quality teaching, accountability 
presents itself as simply a matter of productivity. The 
accountable teaching workforce is a self-directed and 
rational collective subject that is motivated to improve 
its productivity through quality teaching. Paradoxi-
cally, students become reduced to merely a means of 
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improving the performance data. There is no space in 
the world of numbers for the relationality of teaching 
and for the ‘eventfulness’ of teaching and learning events 
(see Bakhtin, 1993). Consequently, there is no space for 
one’s responsibility understood as an ability to respond 
to others. This effect of test-based accountability on 
the professional ethics of teachers has emerged in our 
project as one among a number of other concerns.
Focusing on the experiences of accountability 
in schools
Our project has revealed different consequences of 
implementing mandated assessment to make schools 
accountable for literacy standards, focusing on six 
public schools in Victoria and South Australia. This 
objective has informed our methodological design that 
is based on institutional ethnography developed by 
Dorothy Smith (2005) and others. Institutional ethnog-
raphy has offered a set of strategies for developing an 
understanding of schools as institutional settings in 
which the effects of test-based accountability are experi-
enced at the level of everyday life. Our project team has 
focused, in particular, on how NAPLAN, associated 
with its official and semi-official texts, and new paid 
literacy workers (e.g., coaches, data analysts) mediate 
what teachers and principals do, how their work has 
been re-organised, intensified and reified (see Comber, 
2011; Comber & Cormack, 2011; Kostogriz & Doecke, 
2011; Doecke, Kostogriz & Illesca, 2010). We have also 
identified that a system of test-based accountability in 
which teachers, their practices and students are treated 
as measurable, instrumentalised objects of scrutiny 
(to be rewarded or punished), deflects attention from 
ethics in education and from the moral dilemmas that 
teachers face. Interestingly enough, the way teachers 
cope with the effects of accountability also opens up 
the prospect of teacher responsibility as a professional 
commitment to social justice and as a means of resisting 
to reification.
Institutional ethnography as a method has allowed 
us to uncover teachers’ everyday experiences and the 
way the everyday shapes the ethical practice of literacy 
teaching. By using this methodological approach, we 
have been able to identify the underlying social rela-
tions and experiences that constitute school life from 
the point of view of participants. This type of analysis 
has been attempted by some ethnomethodologists who 
focus on the problematic of everyday practices (see 
Smith, 1987). However, instead of focusing on the anal-
ysis of participants’ micro-interactions, institutional 
ethnography is more interested in the development of 
a participant-centred method of inquiry that recog-
nises the integrity of everyday life and, hence, does not 
reduce the ‘lived’ character of experience. For instance, 
Smith (2005) argues that participants have a distinctive 
standpoint in perceiving their social reality and that 
this standpoint is situated in particular socio-historical 
circumstances (i.e., in the institutional or structural 
context of practice). What this means for our research 
into the professional ethics of teachers is that we resist 
representing their everyday experiences by using general 
concepts, and strive to understand their lived experi-
ences in relation to the ‘particular local historical sites’ 
in which they operate. This approach has allowed us to 
disclose the everyday experiences of teachers as sites of 
multiple and sometimes contradictory relations. More 
specifically, the contradiction between accountability 
and responsibility has emerged as a major issue in the 
professional lives of teachers and principals.
We shall briefly illustrate this contradiction by 
drawing on interviews conducted in two Victorian 
schools – a big secondary college and a small primary 
school. The secondary school is located in a middle-
class suburb of Melbourne and has been competing 
with several private and public schools for students. 
The school has focused on improvement in the area 
of literacy and numeracy, implementing a number of 
strategies. Diagnostic assessment of students’ literacy 
has been used in this school for several years in order 
to inform and enhance teaching practices. The prin-
cipal perceives the value of NAPLAN in the context of 
a school assessment culture, where it is ‘simply another 
instrument of measurement  … It’s important in the 
sense of … it gives us another check’. The school has 
employed a data analyst to ‘pull the data apart’. The 
NAPLAN data are then used by teachers to identify 
the areas of improvement and by school administra-
tion to detect individual teachers who are or are not 
performing well, as reflected by the results that their 
students achieve. The school uses such tests as PAT R 
and PAT M in addition to NAPLAN in order to make 
an informed decision about the teachers’ performance. 
‘Now, if there’s a trend across there, if it’s not one 
student or two students, but it’s a trend, then you’ve 
got an issue with the teacher’, the principal says. ‘That’s 
where we’d have to address that straight away. It’s a 
checkpoint for us.’
The primary school, by contrast, perceives and uses 
NAPLAN and other test data differently from the 
secondary school. This school is located in a suburb 
of Melbourne that is undergoing gentrification. The 
school community has been very multicultural for 
several decades, and this has contributed to the school’s 
emphasis on recognition and social justice. The prin-
cipal and the teachers have a deep sense of responsibility 
to their students and the community. Furthermore, they 
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perceive themselves as a community within this larger 
community, as a place where people from a diverse 
range of backgrounds come together. The principal 
argues that a new system of accountability attempts to 
transform schools into corporations, and ‘we are not a 
corporation – we are a school’. Teachers in the school 
have also used diagnostic assessment tools in order to 
help them to address their students’ needs, but they do 
not see any value in NAPLAN because it has no diag-
nostic significance and the test results become available 
only at the end of the school year. As one of the teachers 
says, ‘the problem is, with the NAPLAN, the time that 
we do it until the time that we get the results, by the 
time we get the results, the kids have moved on anyway’. 
As a consequence, teachers perceive the test purely as a 
means of political accountability that requires schools 
to provide performance data. The principal argues in 
this regard, ‘we have a lot of pressure to supply these 
data and to become public with this information. You 
don’t really think it’s about the children. You think it’s 
about the politicians.’ The teachers do recognise the 
importance of being accountable, but they resist the 
reduction of their work and the quality of their inter-
actions with students to NAPLAN results. Education 
for them is about relationships with students and their 
parents. The school’s emphasis on the ethics of care and 
responsibility for the students’ wellbeing is a counter-
point to the demand for external accountability.
This brief illustration of how these two schools 
engage with NAPLAN captures differences in the way 
accountability and responsibility define the profes-
sional ethics of teachers and principals in contrasting 
institutional settings. The big secondary school 
feels obliged to promote teachers’ accountability for 
NAPLAN results. This is understood as a detached 
approach to professional ethics that involves generalisa-
tions, abstraction and impartiality. This kind of ethics 
is based on the separation of the right and the good, 
prioritising the right. In this sense, the school perceives 
teaching quality as a right – i.e., the right for a quality 
literacy education. The issue here, however, is that the 
quality of literacy education is believed to be something 
that can be measured and represented numerically. 
Numbers therefore come to mediate teachers’ under-
standing of what possible issues are and what counts 
as the right way of addressing them. As the secondary 
school principal argues, ‘in our case, it is a real tool 
to use in the sense of pulling the data apart to look at 
the kids specifically’. Decision-making about students 
is based on numbers rather than on the teachers’ knowl-
edge of their students as human beings. This means 
that teachers are encouraged to make their decisions 
deductively, moving from the data to decisions about 
what to do, rather than from a student and to how to 
respond to her needs.
Unlike the secondary school, the teachers and the 
principal in the small primary school have a situated 
perspective on professional ethics. From their point of 
view, literacy education is situated in the context of 
their school and community. Teachers talk about their 
responsibility as an ability to respond to the concrete 
circumstances and felt needs of their students. They 
use the word ‘care’ quite often to talk about their rela-
tionships between each other and the students. As one 
of the teachers puts it, ‘we’re really lucky here because 
we do care for each other. A lot of us have been here 
for many years because it’s a great school and it’s very 
supportive’. Similarly, they see literacy education as a 
socially situated pedagogical practice that is based on 
an ethic of care:
When we’ve got them [students] here in grade three 
or Prep and those kids are screaming out for help … 
we’re the ones that are concerned. We don’t care about 
the NAPLAN testing for those kids. We care that that 
kid, at 21, feels good about society and feels good 
about themselves … We care. Schools care a lot. And 
that’s why we go out on stress, because we care. (Sally, 
primary school teacher)
Literacy teaching in this school is based on a deep 
sense of professional and social responsibility that 
involves an attitude of care and attentiveness to the 
students. Teachers do not use the various classroom 
assessment approaches to simply justify their interven-
tion, but rather to provide constructive and encour-
aging feedback to students that will enable them to 
develop their language and literacy. We would like to 
provide an extended quote to illustrate this:
When we come to our assessments for writing, it’s not 
the one test we give. It’s the whole year. It’s not just 
one snapshot. It’s a whole year of observing, listening 
to these kids, getting them to read their stories, and 
once in a while you see it and you think, ‘Oh my God, 
I didn’t know that this kid could write like that.’ And 
why can that kid write like that? Because you just gave 
a topic, for example, that they really, really loved. And 
something has just happened. Like, I’ve got a boy who 
is dyslexic, and his father came and saw me a week ago. 
He said, ‘Melissa [pseudonym], I don’t know what has 
happened, but my kid is up to his 20th page of writing.’ 
And I said, ‘I saw it the moment that question went out.’ 
It just happened. We read the stories and stuff like that. 
I said, ‘How about if we write stories about a dragon?’ 
And that kid just loved it. So after that, it’s just on and 
on and on and he wants to publish it and make a book. 
So maybe I wouldn’t have been lucky enough to see that 
in this kid this year, and I would have gone on thinking 
that this kid, nothing. But I saw it and I thought, 
‘Wow!’ And of course he’s got his words back-to-front 
and whatever, but who cares! He’s writing. And what 
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is he going to get back from the NAPLAN? Nothing. 
He’s going to get nothing. Whereas, from me, at least 
I can say, ‘Look, he did this fantastic story this year.’ 
(Melissa, primary school teacher)
We do not want to overgeneralise the results of this 
study in terms of the effects of test-based accountability 
on the professional ethics of literacy teachers. Yet, these 
two examples of how schools are handling the demands 
of standardised testing nonetheless raise questions about 
the ways that testing is mediating the teachers’ sense of 
themselves and their obligations towards the students 
in their care. Mandated literacy testing produces condi-
tions in which teachers and their students are reduced 
to quantifiable dimensions that ignore the social life 
they enact in school each day. The reactions of teachers 
in these two schools have been varied  – not all see 
standardised testing as undermining their profession-
alism, as the statements by the secondary school prin-
cipal show. But nor can the concerns expressed by the 
primary school teachers about the negative effects that 
standardised testing is having on their relationships 
with their students be ignored.
The standpoints of the teachers we have interviewed 
have revealed a possibility of recovering a sense of a 
relational ethics – of a sense of human relations based 
on care and recognition – that teachers enact to counter 
these negative effects. The accounts that the primary 
school teachers give of the conflict they are experi-
encing between NAPLAN and their capacity to care 
for their students is interesting because it opens up the 
possibility of recovering a sense of relational ethics In 
this regard, we ourselves find this a source of hope. By 
turning to the ethical as we have sensed it being enacted 
by these teachers in our project we feel that we are able 
to envisage other ways of thinking about our work 
as educators. In our view, there is no question more 
topical in the current contexts of literacy education 
than the question of professional ethics, understood as 
a recognition of others and professional responsibility 
for the students’ future.
It is therefore important to turn to situated approaches 
to ethics as a framework that enables us to question 
what counts as literacy education in conditions of test-
based accountability and, in turn, to think about the 
possibilities of opening up education to the other, to 
social and cultural differences, to the multiplicities of 
abilities and needs of students in schools. In a word, it 
is important to ‘meet the other face-to-face’ (Levinas, 
1969) to defy the reduction of socio-cultural differ-
ences to numbers and test scores. Central to this social 
project in literacy education is, therefore, a focus on 
the primacy of ethics that is other oriented. To coun-
teract the dehumanising effect of ‘teaching by numbers’ 
or ‘measuring up’, one needs to situate responsibility 
for literacy teaching in proximal relations with others. 
There is a rich tradition that we can draw upon in this 
regard. For instance, the work of Levinas (1969; 1990), 
Derrida (2000), Bakhtin (1993) and others is partic-
ularly useful in developing a dialogical or relational 
perspective on the ethics of literacy teaching.
According to these continental philosophers, respon-
sibility arises from relational experiences of responding 
to or answering a call. Teaching literacy well – quality 
teaching – from this perspective is not so much about 
a teacher’s response to numbers but rather about her 
response to a call from a student. This may be a call 
that numbers simply cannot capture, such as a call out 
of the student’s sense of vulnerability, misrecognition, 
affective state or a creative idea. Responsibility in this 
sense is not just a matter of choosing how to act but 
rather of deciding how to respond to a demand placed 
on the teacher. The increasing emphasis on teacher 
accountability (i.e., teacher as a subject-cause of test 
results) can be linked to the reduction of one’s capa-
bility to respond to a call from an individual student, 
and this is what many teachers recognise as a negative 
effect of test-based accountability. Because it affects the 
foundational core of the profession, the resistance to 
external forms of accountability stems from a residual 
sense of the value of care in teaching practice. It seems 
to be that teachers emphasise the importance of care 
because it retrieves the ontological origin of responsi-
bility in education – i.e., caring for students is tanta-
mount to being able of responding to them. Reflecting 
on the importance of care in teaching relationships, 
Mellissa argues:
And I think that’s where that pressure comes in. It’s 
great to be the parent for that kid who needs a hug or a 
touch during the day, and you might have quite a few of 
those kids. And you can’t hug them and give them the 
parenting while you’re doing a study test or that sort of 
an activity. You know from your own kids, it comes out 
during play. So the more play you give to the children, 
that’s when they sit down and they become children 
and you can go and have a bit of a chat. That’s where 
the nice feelings come out and the kids feel good and 
you feel good. But the way that I think that teaching is 
changing for me is that I feel the pressure that the kids 
will be tested, and the parents want those high scores. 
(primary school teacher)
So, here we have an alternative practice of ethical 
literacy teaching that runs parallel to the test-based 
accountability. Responsibility emerges as the core of 
‘being-for-the other’ in education. Responsibility is not 
for the sake of scores; it defines teachers as professionals. 
Social justice, happiness, goodness and educational 
success come later and so is accountability for students’ 
96 Australian Journal of Language and Literacy, Vol. 36, No. 2, 2013
Kostogriz & DoecKe • The ethical practice of teaching literacy: Accountability or responsibility?
outcomes. It is for this reason that Bakhtin (1993) and 
Levinas (1987) define ethics as prima philosophia, as 
something that is prior to all other matters. Impor-
tantly, this implies that reforms that have negatively 
affected, or have a potential to affect, professional 
ethics are destined to be unpopular and unsuccessful. 
Alternatively, it is important to see quality teaching 
not as something that arises from a duty to be publicly 
accountable but rather from a situated notion of profes-
sional ethics, which involves professional responsibility 
to students. Teaching is always already situated in rela-
tion to others insofar as teachers are obliged to respond 
to the call of their students and, in turn, to act ethi-
cally. How one acts ethically in a particular event of 
everyday professional life and how one understands her 
responsibility ‘here and now’ is played out fully only 
relationally (Critchley, 1999; Derrida, 2000). Hence, 
exploring how teachers conceive of ethics in their local 
practices, particularly in the domain of classroom 
events, enables us to illuminate the teachers’ sense of 
responsibility and, indeed, to approach the notion of 
‘ethics’ in professional practice as the very condition of 
pedagogical possibilities and justice in education.
Concluding remarks
We have been able to discuss here only some of the 
consequences of test-based accountability for the 
professional ethics of teachers and to reveal how it 
might still be possible in the current climate to teach 
ethically. How do teachers perceive their responsibility 
in the current climate? What are the real effects of 
accountability, as compared to its rhetoric and norma-
tive assumptions? How does the external accounta-
bility model affect the relationships of literacy teachers 
with their students and their professional decision-
making? These have been main questions that we have 
attempted to address by presenting the accounts of 
teachers, narrating about their work and their expe-
riences of accountability measures. We have focused 
on only two schools to illustrate the experiences of 
teachers in contrastive settings. These schools, charac-
terised by significantly different institutional cultures 
and practices, have provided a small window on how 
some teachers encounter, perform or resist the demands 
of national accountability measures. Social relation-
ships with students and colleagues in a small public 
school are arguably not mediated by managerial struc-
tures to quite the same degree as those of teachers in a 
large secondary school, with the result that the contra-
dictions that these primary school teachers experience 
with the introduction of mandated literacy testing can 
be identified and described more starkly. At the same 
time, we feel these experiences provide a perspective on 
the struggles experienced by teachers in other settings. 
The validity of our representation of their experiences, 
however, does not depend on the possibility of gener-
alising those experiences, but on the extent to which it 
provides insights into each specific situation as these 
teachers experience it (cf. Smith, 2005; Bakhtin, 1993).
Understanding the effects of test-based accountability 
on the professional ethics of literacy teachers is impor-
tant particularly today when standards-based reforms 
have become a global phenomenon. In this process, 
teaching as a social professional practice has been 
re-conceptualised in terms of economic discourses. 
Outcomes, performance standards, service delivery to 
clients, customer satisfaction and accountability are 
just a few words that capture these discourses. These 
business-like discourses are largely incompatible with 
the historical mission and idea of education (as opposed 
to training) and professional ethics (as opposed to 
service provision). The managerial practices of intro-
ducing and implementing these reforms have consist-
ently ignored their detrimental effects on the ethical 
practice of teaching, calling to intensify its ‘rational’, 
measurable aspects. Repeatedly in their conversations 
with us, teachers have described pedagogical events in 
which they attempt to reclaim the space and time for 
responsive practice that is orientated towards the public 
good. We can build on these forms of resistance. If test-
based accountability attempts to interrupt the project 
of democratic education, ethics holds out the prospect 
of professional agency that can continue this project.
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National Standards for student 
achievement: Is New Zealand’s 
idiosyncratic approach any better?
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ABSTRACT
New Zealand’s standards system for primary school achievement (‘National Standards’) was 
introduced in 2009 and has a number of idiosyncratic features. These include using the broad 
levels of New Zealand’s national curriculum to determine the standard of achievement that 
needs to be reached at the end of each year in reading, writing and mathematics and teachers 
making ‘Overall Teacher Judgements’ against these levels based on a range of assessment tools 
and their own observations rather than using any particular national test. It has been claimed 
this ‘bold’ approach will avoid the narrowed curriculum and mediocre outcomes of high-stakes 
assessment in other countries. This paper reports early findings from the Research, Analysis and 
Insight into National Standards (RAINS) project, a three-year study looking in depth at how six 
diverse New Zealand schools are enacting the National Standards policy. Focussing on reading 
and writing, the paper illustrates that schools’ approaches to the National Standards are strongly 
influenced by local contexts, contributing to a situation that is far from allowing any ‘apples to 
apples’ comparison of achievement across schools. Overall, and with the National Standards 
data being publicly released from 2012, the New Zealand approach to standards seems set to 
create a particularly incoherent version of high-stakes assessment and one that is unlikely to 
escape the narrowed curriculum and manipulation of data found elsewhere.
New Zealand’s ‘National Standards’ were introduced 
in 2009 and involve schools making and reporting 
judgements about the reading, writing and mathe-
matics achievement of children up to Year 8 (the end 
of primary schooling). These judgements are made 
against a four-point scale (‘above’, ‘at’, ‘below’, or 
‘well below’ the standard) and are made after one, two 
or three years at school in the junior school and then 
at each year level from Years 4–8 (i.e., by the end of 
Year 4, Year 5, etc.). The policy matches up existing 
national curriculum levels and assessment stages with 
the National Standards and so, in practice, teachers are 
supposed to consider students’ achievements against 
what is required for those levels and stages and use that 
understanding for then making overall teacher judge-
ments (OTJs) about achievement against the National 
Standards. OTJs are intended to be ‘on-balance’ judge-
ments made by using various indications of a child’s 
level of achievement, such as teachers’ knowledge of 
each child from daily interactions and in relation to 
exemplars and assessment tools, tasks and activities. 
The definition from the New Zealand Ministry of 
Education (the ‘Ministry’) is as follows:
An Overall Teacher Judgement (OTJ) is a judgment 
made about a student’s progress and achievement in 
relation to the National Standards. An OTJ should be 
based on a variety of evidence teachers already collect, 
such as the student’s work, peer and self-assessment, 
everyday classroom observation, and assessment activi-
ties (both formal and informal). This involves drawing 
on and applying the evidence gathered up to a partic-
ular point in time in order to make an overall judgment 
about a student’s progress and achievement. (Ministry 
of Education, no date)
OTJs are expected to be moderated within schools or 
informally in local clusters of schools. They are required 
to be used for reporting to parents twice a year, and 
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annual reporting. Schools do not need to use the wording 
of the four-point scale in reporting to parents (although 
most do), but they are expected to report against the 
scale when they report annually to the Ministry about 
student achievement levels in the school.
The National Standards policy has been one of the 
most controversial school-level developments in New 
Zealand for decades. Although there are many reasons 
for this1, a key issue has been the way National Stand-
ards represented a sharp break from earlier approaches 
to assessment that had allowed New Zealand primary 
schools to avoid the curriculum narrowing and other 
perverse effects of performativity that have been found 
in other national settings with high-stakes assessment 
(Au 2009, Alexander 2009, Comber 2012, Ball 2003, 
Hursh 2008, Lingard 2010, Nichols & Berliner, 2007, 
Stobart 2008). As Ball (2003, p.  216) describes it, 
performativity:
… employs judgements, comparisons and displays as 
means of incentive, control, attrition and change  – 
based on rewards and sanctions (both material and 
symbolic). The performances (of individual subjects 
or organisations) serve as measures of productivity or 
output, or displays of ‘quality’ or ‘moments’ of promo-
tion or inspection. As such they stand for, encapsulate 
or represent the worth, quality or value of an individual 
or organisation within a field of judgement.2
Reasons the New Zealand approach to primary 
assessment had not been very performative in the past 
include the way it emphasised formative assessment and 
the way assessment data was mostly held by schools. 
While assessment tools used were often nationally 
developed and normed, schools had not been required 
to send the results to the Ministry or release them to 
the public. An approach that avoided national testing 
was backed up after 1995 by the National Educational 
Monitoring Project (NEMP) which sampled all areas of 
the curriculum over consecutive four-year assessment 
cycles. There had also been a tradition, especially up to 
the end of the 1980s, of sector representatives such as 
teachers and principals being heavily involved in curric-
ulum and assessment policy development. In contrast 
the present National (conservative) Government elected 
1  See Thrupp & Easter (2012) p.10.
2  Ball (2003, pp. 216–7) goes on to make a number of points 
about performativity. The first is that the issue of who 
controls the field of judgement is crucial. Who is it, he asks, 
that determines what is to count as a valuable, effective or 
satisfactory performance? Second, the apparent objectivity 
and hyper-rationality of the technology of performativity 
is misleading. What it actually does is translate complex 
social processes into simplistic figures or categories. Third, 
performativity not only changes organisations but brings 
about new subjectivities: in the case of teachers it not only 
changes the work of teachers but changes what it actually 
means to be a teacher.
in 2008 and led by John Key developed the National 
Standards with little involvement from the sector 
(Thrupp 2010).
Yet whether New Zealand’s system of National 
Standards would lead to the unfortunate outcomes 
of high stakes assessment found else was not straight-
forward. As can be seen from what has already been 
described, teachers’ judgements against the National 
Standards were to potentially draw on many sources in 
an apparent attempt to avoid teachers ‘teaching to the 
test’. As a senior Ministry official has put it:
New Zealand has taken a different approach to the rest 
of the world. We have used our national curriculum 
to determine the standard of achievement that needs 
to be reached at the end of each year. Other countries’ 
approach to standards has been to set them in relation 
to how students have actually performed on national 
tests. This approach could lead to narrowing the curric-
ulum, and mediocre outcomes. Our approach has been 
bolder, to look to the future, and to determine what our 
students need to know in order for them to succeed. It’s 
not just about where we are today – but where we can 
be in the future (Chamberlain 2010).
Nor was it clear at the outset that the National Stand-
ards data would be publicly released. The Government 
has vacillated on this issue initially saying in 2009 that 
the data might have to be released because of Official 
Information Act requirements, and then promising by 
the end of that year (when opposition to the National 
Standards had intensified) that the Government would 
not create ‘league tables’ of school performance (Tolley 
2009), and then arguing in mid-2010 that league 
tables had become ‘inevitable’ after an advisory group 
had failed to come up with a means to prevent them 
(Hartevelt 2010). Early in 2012 a new Minister of 
Education, Hekia Parata, raised the possibility of a 
website similar to the Australian ‘My School’ website 
and in August the Government’s ‘Public Achievement 
Information’ (PAI) policy was announced (Office 
of Hon Hekia Parata, 2012). One almost immediate 
effect of this (September 2012) was to make the 2011 
National Standards data from most of New Zealand’s 
2300 primary and intermediate schools available on the 
Ministry’s ‘Education Counts’ website, www.educa-
tioncounts.govt.nz. There has been wide acknowledge-
ment, including from the Government, that this data 
cannot be used for any sound comparisons of school 
performance but advocates of publication have still seen 
its release as a useful step. At about the same time some 
media (i.e., Fairfax Group and the APN-owned Herald 
on Sunday) also released the data in newspapers and in 
the case of Fairfax a search and compare online data-
base. In the struggle to legitimate their involvement in 
the face of considerable criticism the newspapers have 
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so far avoided explicitly ranking the schools (Thrupp 
2013).
What New Zealand has been left with then is an 
assessment policy for primary schools that was initially 
presented as a flexible and relatively low-stakes assess-
ment system, albeit with very crude categories, but one 
that within three years has become required to be the 
basis of publicly released assessments of schools, assess-
ments that are also likely to become more compara-
tive and high-stakes in future. Yet the policy has so far 
developed little structure to support high stakes assess-
ment although the Ministry is now working on this 
as part of the PAI policy. There has been little profes-
sional development (and generally only for the senior 
leaders in schools, not for all classroom teachers) and 
no requirement to report to the Ministry in a consistent 
format, but this will be required from 2013. Nor is there 
presently any national moderation although in 2014 the 
Ministry will be bringing in an online platform that 
teachers will need to use in the process of making OTJs, 
the Progress and Consistency Tool (PaCT). The details 
of this tool are unclear at the time of writing but it 
is to be mandatory from 2015. The National Stand-
ards policy also lacks any attempt at a ‘value added’ 
approach to analysis in order to try to take account of 
socio-economic and other contextual variables. Hence 
the Herald on Sunday complained about the calibre of 
what they had decided to report:
England’s stringent assessment regime has been 
widely panned. Yet strangely it is actually better in 
some respects than New Zealand’s new and shonky 
national standards. At least in England, the test results 
are checked and moderated before the inspectors print 
off the spreadsheets and decide which schools to close 
down. English schools are ranked on value-added 
data – how much children improve from one year to the 
next – rather than having the raw test results of privi-
leged kids from the leafy suburbs compared directly 
with those from the concrete council estates. (Milne 
2012)
In this article I argue that in the absence of a clearer 
National Standards policy and better supporting 
apparatus, the effects of incrementalism and school-
specific contextual factors have been coming strongly 
to the fore in influencing schools’ approaches to the 
National Standards, including their approaches to 
making OTJs in reading and writing. This argument 
is based on early findings from the Research, Analysis 
and Insight into National Standards (RAINS) Project, 
which has been studying the impact of the National 
Standards policy in six schools since late 2010 and will 
continue until the end of 2013. Through discussions of 
each of the RAINS schools, the article illustrates how 
the broader trajectories of each of the schools helps to 
make sense of the diverse responses they have had to 
the National Standards and why the present situation 
is far from allowing any ‘apples to apples’ comparison 
of achievement in reading and writing across schools. 
I begin by describing the research and then summa-
rise the situation found in the six RAINS schools. The 
article concludes by summing up how context impacts 
on National Standards in schools at different levels. 
Far from avoiding the problems associated with high-
stakes assessment systems in other countries, it seems 
likely the New Zealand approach to standards may just 
create a distinctive version of them.
The RAINS research
At the heart of the RAINS project is the recognition 
that schools never just ‘implement’ policy. Rather, 
RAINS is concerned with policy ‘enactment’: how the 
Standards policy will be being translated and rein-
terpreted at the local level by individuals and groups 
in different ways amidst the messy complexities and 
uncertainties of diverse school settings and numerous 
other educational policies and practices (Ball, Maguire 
& Braun, 2012). One reason to think about enactment 
is that the features of the National Standards policy 
mean that context will be especially important as 
already indicated. Another reason for taking an enact-
ment perspective is that the National Standards can 
be expected to require new performances by those in 
schools as complex social processes are translated into 
those simple categories of ‘well below’, ‘below’, ‘at’ and 
‘above’ standard and reported at different levels within 
and beyond the school. Based on the international liter-
ature already noted, a culture of performativity can be 
expected to grow in New Zealand primary schools 
as teachers, principals and boards look for advanta-
geous assessment practices and curricula shifts if they 
want their schools or particular groups of children 
to perform well in the Standards. In particular, they 
can be expected to be looking for ways to increase 
the proportions of children ‘at’ or ‘above’ through the 
decisions they make around the National Standards, 
including perverse decisions such as choosing ‘easier’ 
tests.
A further reason for seeing National Standards as 
enacted is because it has been such a heavily contested 
policy. Given the concerns already noted and a multi-
tude of others3  – it is not surprising that teachers, 
3  Other concerns were that the National Standards would 
undermine the New Zealand Curriculum (Ministry of 
Education, 2007) a broad and generally progressive policy 
that had just been launched after many years of consultation; 
concerns that the policy was being introduced too quickly, 
without trialling and without sufficient consultation or 
training; concerns about the mismatch between a universal 
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principals and others found many and various ways 
to campaign against the introduction of the National 
Standards. These included publicity campaigns, use 
of the social media, submissions and boycotts. Indeed 
fuelled by the nature of the policy and its introduc-
tion, along with the uncompromising stance of Govern-
ment, the contestation of the National Standards would 
have to have been one of the most extensive campaigns 
against any education policy to be found internation-
ally in recent years.4 Over 2010–11 there seemed barely 
a week went by without opposition to the National 
Standards triggering media debate. In August 2011, 
three months after a deadline for the requirement to put 
National Standards targets in school charters, nearly 
a quarter of schools were failing to comply (Binning 
2011). In 2012 it was the public release of the data that 
caused most controversy. Although schools are now 
apparently mostly complying with the policy, this does 
not mean it has captured ‘hearts and minds’ amongst 
principals, teachers and boards. Their varying perspec-
tives and concerns will continue to influence the way 
schools approach the National Standards.
These concerns are reflected in the project’s research 
questions:
1. How are Boards, senior leadership teams and 
teachers in different school contexts enacting the 
National Standards policy?
2. To what extent is performativity apparent in these 
enactments of policy?
3. How does the evidence on policy enactments and 
performativity in relation to New Zealand’s National 
Standards compare to the international evidence?, 
and
4. What lessons are there from the research for policy 
and for practice in schools?
In-depth qualitative research has been required 
to investigate these questions. The RAINS research 
design has involved case study research illuminating 
a wide range of perspectives and practices by drawing 
on multiple data sources (Thrupp & Easter 2012). The 
system and the Government’s claim that it was needed 
to address the problem of the mainly Maōri and Pasifika 
children who make up New Zealand’s so-called ‘long tail of 
underachievement’; concerns the Government was operating 
with simplistic notions of poorly performing teachers needing 
to be made more accountable; concerns about advisory 
services for teaching the arts, science and physical education 
being withdrawn at the same time the National Standards 
were being introduced; concerns about numerous problems in 
terms of aligning the National Standards with existing tests, 
progressions, expectations and levels; and concerns about 
various practical problems that brought complexity and 
workload that schools could do without.
4  See Thrupp & Easter (2012), pp. 21–26.
ways in which Board of Trustees, the senior leadership 
team and individual teachers in the six RAINS schools 
are enacting policy as well as responses of children 
and parents are all being investigated. The views and 
approaches of other education professionals such as the 
Education Review Office (ERO) staff who report on 
schools, are also of interest where they are in contact 
with the schools in relevant ways during the period 
of the research. Semi-structured interviews and other 
recorded and unrecorded discussions form the main-
stay of data collection and there is also observation 
of classrooms and meetings and collection of relevant 
school documents and student data. The six schools 
in the study as discussed in this article were chosen 
primarily for their diverse characteristics in terms of 
the socio-economic and ethnic makeup of their intakes, 
school size and rural or suburban locations. While they 
vary in their level of support for the National Stand-
ards, only one (Cicada School) obviously resisted them. 
All the schools have had successful ERO reviews in 
recent years and they all enjoy reasonably favourable 
and sometimes excellent reputations in their local 
communities. Another feature of the research has been 
the involvement of an experienced teacher from each 
school  – the RAINS ‘lead teachers’ –  in the research 
team. In 2012, one of these teachers visited all the other 
schools, providing some of the OTJ comparisons noted 
here (see Thrupp 2013).
As already noted, the RAINS research has taken 
place against the background of intense contestation 
of the National Standards. The project has also been 
controversial because it was funded not by government 
but by the primary teachers union, the New Zealand 
Educational Institute. The politics of the project are 
explicitly discussed in project reports.
School responses: incremental and 
contextualised
A key early finding of the RAINS research was that the 
changes around National Standards over 2009–11 had 
been incremental rather than representing substantially 
new departures from what schools had already been 
doing. Reasons for this included the way the National 
Standards policy often allowed schools to use what 
they were already doing, was not yet particularly ‘high 
stakes’ in terms of reputation, change in schools being 
tempered by what already-busy teachers could deal with 
and schools already having a major focus on literacy 
and numeracy as a result of policy over the last decade. 
Just as recent curriculum reforms ‘did not arrive in a 
vacuum’ (Cowie, et al., 2009, p. 7), the same was true 
of the National Standards. The effect was that even 
the most obvious responses to the National Standards, 
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such as report formats, tended to involve modifications 
of what the schools had already been doing.
Along with an incremental approach, the RAINS 
schools’ approaches to the National Standards were, 
‘intimately shaped and influenced by school-specific 
[contextual] factors’ (Braun Ball, Maguire & Hoskins 
2011, p.  585). Such contextual factors included both 
intake differences (such as socio-economic make up, 
ethnicity, transience, the proportion of pupils with 
special needs or from families who have recently immi-
grated from developing countries) and other school 
and area characteristics (urban/rural location, market 
position compared to surrounding schools). There were 
also important internal contexts, such as the history 
of approaches to teaching, assessment and school 
organisation as well as past and present reputational 
and recruitment issues and significant staffing changes. 
This is not an argument that leadership and teaching 
can’t make an important difference. Instead it recog-
nises that there are internal school factors, especially 
historical ones, that can advantage or weigh heavily on 
schools even if there is little that schools can do about 
them (Lupton & Thrupp, in press).
The following discussion illustrates incrementalism 
and the effects of context across the six RAINS schools. 
While there are much more detailed accounts of each 
school available (see Thrupp & Easter 2012, Thrupp 
2013), the intent here is to summarise how the features 
of each of the RAINS schools have set the scene for very 
different responses to the National Standards: how each 
school has quite a different story to tell. To some extent 
they also help to make sense of some different school 
decisions around the 2011 OTJs: these are discussed 
here also. For ethical reasons the school names are 
pseudonyms and percentages are approximate only. 
Table 1 provides the national aggregate figures for 
OTJs as publicly released on 21 September. The data 
released was somewhat incomplete. There were more 
reading OTJs than writing OTJs and approximately 
9% of schools (188 out of 2087) had not submitted 
useable data (Tapaleao 2012).
Finally, before turning to the actual cases of the 
RAINS schools, one common observation is that a 
number of them were strongly focussed on literacy and 
numeracy. In fact this is probably true of nearly all New 
Zealand primary and intermediate schools in terms of 
how the school day is now used. A recent OECD report 
has noted that New Zealand schools already had a 
curriculum that was narrowing towards numeracy and 
literacy prior to the introduction of National Stand-
ards such that this policy could extend an existing 
imbalance:
While the national curriculum emphasises the develop-
ment of broad competencies, the introduction of Stand-
ards increases the risk of a narrower focus on numeracy 
and literacy in primary schools. Such a trend already 
exists, as it is far more common for schools to identify 
low achievement in literacy and numeracy than in other 
areas (ERO, 2007). As standards are presently limited 
to these domains, their introduction may contribute to 
accentuating of such a trend (Nusche et al. 2012, p. 53)
Juniper School
Juniper School was a small Year 0–6 school of about 50 
mainly Pākehā (European) pupils. It was in a rural loca-
tion and served families that were from a wide range 
of socio-economic backgrounds but nearly all involved 
in farming in some way. Described by one teacher as a 
‘school in a bubble’, perhaps the most important sense 
in which this was true had to do with Juniper’s staffing. 
In this small school the board of trustees had taken 
it upon itself to fundraise enough to employ an extra 
teacher to keep the experienced principal from having 
to be a teaching principal, allowing her much time for 
working on the National Standards at the level of the 
whole school, supporting the three classroom teachers 
and individual children. Few schools would be nearly 
as favourably positioned in this way as Juniper was and 
the principal was also a self-confessed enthusiast for 
assessment. As a result, assessment and reporting were 
already very highly developed at Juniper School prior 
to National Standards being introduced.
Reflecting these advantages, Juniper School soon 
made numerous changes to policy and practice to 
ensure it was ‘on top’ of National Standards. Indeed it 
was in many ways the kind of school that the Ministry 
and ERO would probably regard as exemplary in rela-
tion to National Standards (although the principal and 
staff would quickly reject the exemplary tag and were 
Table 1: National aggregate numbers and percent-
ages for all children, 2011 Reading and Writing 
National Standards
Reading National Standard
Above 131428 36 %
At 150894 40%
Below 62096 17%
Well below 26315 7%
Total  370733 100%
Writing National Standard
Above 61726 17%
At 182266 51%
Below 86519 24%
Well below 284128 8%
Total 358923 100%
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quietly critical of many features of the policy). While 
obvious changes in the balance of the curriculum were 
not required (since this school already had a curriculum 
that was strongly focused on literacy and numeracy) 
changes included modifications to student portfolios, 
assessment rubrics, reports for parents and the school 
charter. In reporting to parents, Juniper used careful 
wording to avoid the four-point scale. (The Ministry 
regards this as good practice but the complexity  – 
linguistic gymnastics  – of avoiding the scale is not 
attempted in most schools). Yet in some respects Juniper 
was ‘jumping the gun’ by using artifacts that were ‘in 
development’. For instance it was using a ‘mathemat-
ical strategies’ chart that was acknowledged as being 
pitched incorrectly for the National Standards but still 
in use for the time being. Juniper also illustrated how 
small schools may be under particular pressure to give 
way to parents over the National Standards in order 
to ‘keep the peace’ with influential locals. It gave way 
to a parent’s request to put some more ‘hard data’ in 
reports where it would have otherwise taken a different 
approach. As the principal put it, this was ‘no skin off 
our nose’.
Juniper’s 2011 OTJs were very close to the national 
percentages provided for reading by the Ministry but 
had a few more students ‘at’ and ‘above’ compared to 
the national percentages provided for writing. Juniper 
used the widest range of tools and practices of any of 
RAINS schools and also demonstrated the most rigour, 
largely because of the principal’s enthusiasm and ability 
to give time over to OTJ processes. For instance the 
Juniper principal personally supervised key tests across 
the whole school in order to ensure consistency and also 
heavily supported many other school wide processes 
and procedures.
Seagull School
Seagull School was a large Year 0–6 suburban school 
drawing on mainly middle class Pākehā (New Zealand 
European) and Asian families. Seagull was a popular 
school, with a roll that was consistently oversubscribed, 
transience was negligible and there were few children 
with serious special needs. Seagull had a very experi-
enced senior leadership team (SLT) and stable staffing 
and had spent many years fine-tuning highly developed 
processes including those around any children at risk 
of not progressing well. It had a broad curriculum as 
well as a substantial focus on literacy and numeracy 
and long before the National Standards were intro-
duced it was already doing sophisticated target setting 
and assessment. Seagull’s reports to parents offered a 
wealth of information centred on information from 
tests such as STAR (Supplementary Test of Achievement 
in Reading) and asTTle (Assessment Tool for Teaching 
and Learning) in which most of its students performed 
well compared to national norms.
Given this situation, the staff, SLT and board at 
Seagull School saw the National Standards as a retro-
grade step compared to what the school was already 
doing, although they did not see any point in overt 
resistance to the policy. Hence while they pursued 
what they thought was worthwhile such as modera-
tion of writing samples across the school to achieve 
more consistent practice, in many ways Seagull School 
treated National Standards as something better ‘bolted 
on’ to existing practices rather than replacing them. 
For instance the reporting of National Standards was 
done in the most minimal way through an A5 sheet 
given out in addition to existing report formats. 
Perhaps because it was a large school Seagull used the 
four-point scale to report to parents rather than try to 
report using different language as at Juniper School. 
Seagull also demonstrated the most obvious concerns 
of any of the RAINS schools about the labelling effects 
of the ‘below’ and ‘well below’ categories as well as 
the most anxiety around being misjudged. Concerned 
about the data becoming more high-stakes over time, 
it was taking steps to avoid being found wanting in 
comparison with other schools by pulling back highly 
aspirational targets to levels that would be more readily 
achieved.
When it came to making OTJs in 2011, Seagull 
School based its judgements on a wide variety of ‘hard 
data’, supplemented by teacher judgements. It tended 
to be conservative in its ‘above’ judgements and staff 
recognised after moderation with other local schools 
that they may have been comparatively ‘tough’. On 
the other hand, Seagull School was struggling to take 
comparisons with other schools very seriously when 
the SLT perceived that assessment was being done so 
differently across different schools and was not nation-
ally moderated meaning that it wasn’t ‘honest data’. 
The SLT also objected to the way the school’s data had 
been ‘dumped’ on the ‘Education Counts’ website as 
just a pdf of pages from the school’s annual report, 
arguing that the school’s results were not treated with 
due respect. In all of this, Seagull School’s outlook was 
flavoured by its confidence around assessment practices 
and by being a high socio-economic school with many 
high achieving students. It rated almost all its children 
as being ‘at’ (31% reading, 54% writing) or ‘above’ 
(66% reading, 39% writing) the standard.
Kanuka School
Kanuka School was a large Year 0–6 suburban school 
catering mainly for low socio-economic Maori families 
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and with about 40% of children in total immersion or 
bilingual classes. At this school there were a wide set 
of social problems to be addressed, transience was a 
significant issue and there were high levels of special 
needs. The school had seen improvements in local 
reputation, student behaviour, parental involvement 
and recruitment of staff but in all of these areas had 
come off the low base typical of low socio-economic 
schools. Kanuka School had also been in transition 
under a new principal since about 2009, creating the 
element of a ‘new broom sweeping clean’. Prior to the 
introduction of National Standards, the school already 
had a strong focus on numeracy and literacy, used a 
range of assessment tools and was experimenting 
with the uncompromising graphs that would come to 
dominate the reporting of National Standards at this 
school. Another important feature of this school was 
an emphatic stance that student achievement was the 
responsibility of schools rather than society: this was 
illustrated by the SLT preferring the wording ‘financial 
stress’ over ‘poverty’ to describe the problems faced by 
families.
Of all the RAINS schools, Kanuka School was the 
one that most embraced National Standards, using it 
as a basis for refashioning reporting and bringing new 
urgency to the issue of ‘accelerating’ students which was 
undoubtedly a considerable issue at this school when so 
few of its students arrived ‘school-ready’ compared to 
those in middle class communities. National Standards 
was also part of a new drive for consistency within the 
school. In short while the National Standards policy 
was harnessed to the task of reforming and improving 
this school, the support seemed to come as much from 
perceived wider organisational or cultural benefits to 
the school as from the merits of the National Standards 
per se. As well as National Standards Kanuka School 
was also using Nga Whanaketanga, the Maori-medium 
assessment system which has had more consultative 
processes and more flexibility, providing National 
Standards with a more positive slant in this school 
compared to the others.
Also giving National Standards a more positive slant 
in this school, and in line with its concerns about deficit 
thinking, Kanuka decided not to use the ‘well below’ 
category. This means that until mid-2012, there were 
no students in this school that were categorised as ‘well 
below’ either in terms of data provided to the Ministry 
or in terms of internal discussion within the school. 
Nevertheless this passed without comment in the 2012 
public release of data and it was not until mid-2012 
that a Ministry ‘senior advisor’ told the school it must 
use ‘well below’, which it was starting to do by late in 
the year. On the higher points of the scale a feature of 
this school’s OTJs was that while writing was reason-
ably in line with the national pattern (51% ‘at’, 16% 
‘above’), reading saw just 20% ‘at’ and a massive 56% 
‘above’. On investigation this was found to be because 
reading was assessed using PM Benchmarks, a fairly 
basic assessment of reading, mostly suitable for younger 
children. By mid-2012 the Kanuka deputy principal 
acknowledged the ‘above’ was inflated and that based 
on a handful of asTTle-tested children it would be 
more realistic for only 5–10% children to be classified 
as ‘above’.
Magenta School
Magenta School was a ‘full primary’ Year 0–8 school 
with a mainly Pākehā intake in a rural location about 30 
minutes drive from the nearest city. It served a mainly 
middle class community, with parents comprising a 
mix of commuting professionals on lifestyle blocks 
and local farmers. The school had little transience, 
no students with serious special needs and no prob-
lems recruiting staff. Magenta very much demon-
strated a broad primary school curriculum rather than 
a narrower one and by 2008 this reflected growing 
interest in key competencies and values education. At 
this school much was made of the local response to 
the New Zealand Curriculum (Ministry of Education 
2007), the ‘Magenta Curriculum’.
Given this background, Magenta School was the 
school in our study most seeking to see National 
Standards as ‘naturally’ linked to and part of the New 
Zealand Curriculum. But as the 2011 year progressed, 
it became clearer that the National Standards could 
not be incorporated into the school in that way. For 
instance, the principal was disappointed mid-year when 
the Ministry rejected the school’s charter because it 
was not explicit enough about National Standards. 
Magenta tinkered with report formats and worked 
with a local cluster of schools on moderation of writing 
samples and maths. Yet a central problem for devel-
oping National Standards at this school was that its 
commitments already lay elsewhere, i.e., with the New 
Zealand Curriculum.
Magenta’s 2011 OTJs had a lot more children posi-
tioned ‘at’ or ‘above’ than the national percentages 
(reading 52% ‘at’, 40% ‘above’, writing 60% ‘at’, 26% 
‘above’). This was not surprising for a largely middle 
class school but perhaps less predictable in a middle 
class school was a complete absence of children who 
were ’well below’. According to a deputy principal the 
school did use this term but just didn’t have any such 
children. However the principal also noted in 2011 
that ‘some parents have said, ‘we want to know if our 
children are well below’, and I have expressed firmly 
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whether that is going to benefit their child’. It seems 
likely that this is another case of quiet resistance to the 
‘well below’ category.
Cicada School
Like Kanuka, Cicada School was a large Year 0–6 
suburban school with a low socio-economic intake but 
Cicada was more ethnically diverse, although it had few 
Pākehā students. About 80% of students had English 
as a second or third language and Cicada also had 
considerable special needs provision including a unit 
that catered for approximately 15 children with very 
serious needs. The roll was stable but Cicada was less 
successful in recruiting staff than Kanuka, indeed about 
80% of teachers were provisionally registered (i.e., 
inexperienced). On the other hand the principal was 
unusually experienced for such a school, with the lead-
ership of three successful high socio-economic schools 
already behind him. For several years prior to the intro-
duction of National Standards, he and key staff had 
been attempting to improve the teaching and learning 
culture of the school, strongly focused on literacy and 
numeracy, drawing on high quality external advice and 
professional development and dealing sensitively but 
firmly with some underperforming staff.
Unlike the other schools in our study, Cicada School 
was openly opposed to National Standards so it did 
nothing towards them until September 2011 when, 
three months after the deadline, it finally handed 
in a charter with some National Standards targets 
included, accompanied by a disclaimer that they were 
being included only because of the requirements of the 
Ministry. Instead Cicada used newsletters and other 
communications with parents such as newsletters to 
express concern and the school also initiated meetings 
with Ministry officials to discuss why it did not want 
to comply with the National Standards policy. Context 
helps to explain why Cicada was more willing to 
oppose the National Standards than the other schools. 
In the mix of relevant school-specific factors at Cicada 
were a very experienced and confident principal, a 
supportive Board and trusting parent community, 
exceptional concerns around poverty, special needs and 
ESOL provision because of the intake, and a cluster of 
local schools that were also opposing the policy and 
provided support.
On the face of it, Cicada’s OTJs had an unusually 
uniform allocation of grades across the four-point scale 
(28% ‘well below’ and 28% ‘above’ in reading, 16% 
‘well below’ and 29% ‘above’ in writing). In reality it 
seems achievement was skewed low in this school as 
might be expected but the high ‘above’ figures repre-
sents Cicada working off its own local five point scale 
which was the one it used to report to parents, i.e., 
compressing its five-point scale into the four-point one 
by simply collapsing the two highest categories into 
one. There was a further problem with not submit-
ting data for all students, initially a mistake but one 
that was never properly rectified because the Ministry 
did not demand accuracy. It seems that having been 
made to ‘comply’ with the National Standards, Cicada 
remained unwilling to give the policy more attention 
than it had to. Another feature of this school worth 
noting was that some of its formal expectations of the 
levels needed to meet the standard were pitched lower 
than all the other contributing or full primary schools. 
For instance Cicada’s expectations in a reading assess-
ment (PM Benchmarks) after one year was lower than 
the other schools but its expectation against writing 
levels after two years was a little higher. This could be 
interpreted on the one hand as stretching the categories 
a little to better cope with a lot of children who are less 
ready for school while, on the other, some lack of atten-
tion to what the expectations were because this school 
had been mainly resisting the National Standards or 
because of pressures related to its social context.
Huia Intermediate
Huia Intermediate was a large ethnically and socio-
economically diverse suburban intermediate (years 7 
and 8, aged 11–13) with an intake that drew from nearly 
50 primary schools. About half the students were from 
ESOL backgrounds and it also had a handful of chil-
dren with serious special needs. It was a popular school 
with an experienced SLT and stable staff. Huia had 
long offered a broad curriculum with more emphasis on 
many areas other than literacy and numeracy than the 
other RAINS schools. In part this reflected the school 
being an Intermediate, where children were exposed to 
the offerings of specialist teachers in technology (ICT, 
food technology, materials technology) and the arts 
(visual arts, drama, music, dance). Prior to the intro-
duction of National Standards, the school had been 
working on improving curriculum and pedagogy; it 
was these areas rather than assessment that preoccu-
pied the SLT.
By the end of 2011 Huia Intermediate had made a few 
changes towards the National Standards including some 
minor changes to reporting. In 2011 the school time-
table was also changed to require children to always be 
in class from 9–11 each day and for that to be uninter-
rupted time spent on literacy and numeracy. This was a 
significant change in the school day as it meant children 
could no longer be with specialist teachers or doing PE 
or other activities in the first block each day. But in 
general Huia Intermediate represented a school where 
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there is a great deal of preliminary work to be done 
before teachers could start working with the National 
Standards in some way that reflected curriculum levels 
and OTJs based on a range of evidence. As the deputy 
principal put it in 2011, ‘our biggest issue at present is 
actually getting teachers’ content knowledge up’. Many 
of its specialist teachers were not used to focusing on 
literacy and numeracy as a significant part of what they 
taught.
Like Cicada, this school also had a five point scale 
which it used for reporting to parents but in fact the 
National Standards assessments as forwarded to the 
Ministry from the school were based solely on asTTle 
test results as it was argued by the SLT that the data 
teachers were generating for reports was not dependable 
enough. There was nothing covert about this reliance on 
a single test as it was clearly stated on the Huia Interme-
diate annual report but the Ministry didn’t object. Yet 
asTTle (the older version) is a fairly uncompromising 
assessment tool compared to others and reliance on it 
meant that while reading in this mid socio-economic 
school was reasonably in line with national percent-
ages, a full 50% of its children were ‘below’ or ‘well-
below’ in writing (approximately equally spread across 
these two categories). While the SLT argued that this 
was just being realistic about the ability of the students, 
it of course ended up being reported publicly and the 
school would have compared more favourable against 
others had it chosen a less demanding approach. The 
first report this school provided parents that explic-
itly stated it was reporting against National Standards 
was not until December 2012. But even then it was still 
a five-point scale that included the ‘well above’ that 
National Standards doesn’t actually include.
Discussion
There has been much professional and public concern 
in New Zealand about comparisons of school perfor-
mance in the National Standards, both the particular 
unfairness of such comparisons and the fact that those 
in schools have a strong perception of this unfairness. 
Their perception is likely to legitimate the kinds of 
manipulation around the National Standards seen in 
high stakes systems elsewhere. Those operating from 
disadvantaged positions such as Huia Intermediate 
might be expected to take shortcuts  – measures that 
will improve National Standards performance even if 
these do not authentically reflect the rest of school life. 
For those in the most advantaged contexts like Seagull 
there can be the ‘fear of falling’, particularly if they are 
concerned that other schools are not rigorous in their 
assessments.
A recent research report on the National Standards 
commissioned by the Ministry of Education tends to 
mirror the Ministry’s own discourse by casting concerns 
about comparability as a problem of individual teacher 
assessment practice (Ward & Thomas 2012). It falls 
into this trap because it can provide only a decontex-
tualised discussion, centred on artificial ‘assessment 
scenarios’ of how teachers fail to make dependable 
OTJs, it is not able to illuminate the reasoning behind 
the different approaches being taken. In contrast, the 
findings about the RAINS schools reported here illus-
trate that assessment practices are being impacted by 
context and incrementalism in ways that meant that 
schools were doing very different things in the name of 
National Standards, and at several levels.
At the most general level the RAINS schools were 
contextually dissimilar and set upon different trajec-
tories that cannot be easily set aside. It undoubtedly 
matters, for instance, that Juniper’s principal had more 
time for her enthusiasm for assessment than would be 
the case in nearly all other New Zealand schools, that 
Seagull had been fine-tuning its assessment processes 
for years, that Kanuka saw an opportunity to get staff 
focused on ‘acceleration’, that Magenta was preoccu-
pied by its local response to the New Zealand Curric-
ulum, that Cicada was opposing the National Standards 
and that Huia teachers were a long way from being able 
to make OTJs. It is not only pre-existing policies that 
are influential but teaching and learning discourses, 
including those around the New Zealand Curriculum 
and Maōri education: New Zealand schools operating 
within a kind of ‘policy soup’ as discussed by Ball, 
Maguire and Braun (2012). The responses of the schools 
often ‘make sense’ when seen against their contexts and 
each school’s school-specific factors cumulatively create 
more or less advantaged positionings within which 
National Standards were getting enacted, meaning that 
the schools were ‘complying’ or ‘contesting’ from posi-
tions of relative strength or weakness.
Second, it is clear that even when they were 
‘complying’, most of the schools were significantly 
‘off message’ in some way. For instance Seagull was 
pulling back its earlier targets, Kanuka didn’t even 
use ‘well below’, Magenta was reluctant to use ‘well 
below’ (and possibly quietly avoiding it), Cicada had 
not provided data for all children, and Huia based its 
2011 OTJ data on a single test rather than actual OTJs 
and had National Standards reports for parents with 
a five-point rather than four-point scale. It was really 
only Juniper that could be said to be operating as the 
Ministry expected schools to be able to do, and Juniper 
was a school with some unusual advantages. The vari-
ations are important both because they themselves 
relate to context but also because they illustrate that 
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the policy has not provided the support or monitoring 
to ensure schools would adhere to even its broadest 
outline. It is almost comical – if it weren’t so serious – 
that data from such schools has been put into the public 
domain and made available for comparative purposes 
when there are such important differences in what it 
actually represents.
A third level at which context is felt is where schools 
were matching curriculum levels and assessment tool 
levels to the National Standards categories. 5 There is 
more differentiation at this level that probably relates to 
contexts. For instance why was Kanuka School – a very 
competently run school for all intents and purposes – 
happy to only use a basic assessment tool for assessing 
reading throughout the school, getting a proportion 
of its children above that it would later acknowledge 
was wildly unrealistic? Or Cicada, again a very good 
school in many recognised respects, accepting a reading 
level that was much lower than any of the other schools 
as evidence of being ‘at’ after a year and yet having a 
writing level for ‘at’ that was more aspirational after 
two years than any of the other schools? A concern must 
be that these are the lowest socio-economic schools in 
the study and competing pressures have made it harder 
to get the National Standards ‘right’ in these kinds of 
schools.
Finally there is the level of individual teacher judge-
ment about where students sit in relation to curriculum 
levels and assessment stages and progressions that then 
become the basis of OTJs. Ward and Thomas (2012) 
are investigating through the assessment scenarios 
provided to teachers and also seems to be what is most 
often meant when those in RAINS schools complain 
about comparisons across schools. For instance
What [a child] writes for me, she may sacrifice 
surface features for deep messaging and I get really 
excited about that. [Another teacher] may say ’I’m not 
that interested in the deep messaging, I can’t read it’. 
(Principal, Cicada School)
I have a lot of friends that are teachers, and I even 
know things like when I’ve been marking writing 
samples at home and I might mark a writing sample [as 
a] 2(i) and I’ve had a friend read it over my shoulder and 
say ‘wow, at my school that would be a 4’. (Teacher, 
Seagull School)
But the second quote above recognises that context 
will reach into this level too, it is recognised that 
teachers are not working entirely as individuals, hence 
the characterisation ‘at my school that would be a 
4’. The Seagull teacher is saying here that the OTJs 
made by teachers will vary by school as well, with one 
5  See Thrupp (2013) for more data and discussion in this area.
school’s teachers typically being less demanding about 
what they expect from students to meet a particular 
curriculum level than at another school. The reach of 
school context into teacher practice might result from 
any of the press of particular kinds of learning needs, 
being acculturated into a particular school culture 
or more explicitly through school-wide moderation 
processes or the intervention of the senior leadership 
team (the Magenta Curriculum at Magenta, the prin-
cipal at Juniper, Kanuka’s ‘acceleration’ drive are all 
examples). It is at this level that the RAINS project 
has much more to investigate, while exploring the 
links between practice at this level and the other levels 
discussed above.
Conclusion
Far from avoiding the problems associated with high-
stakes assessment systems in other countries, it seems 
the New Zealand approach to standards may be 
destined to create a particularly incoherent version of 
them. On the one hand there is a mandated but crude 
four-point scale, while on the other hand the processes 
behind this scale allow for huge variation in assess-
ment approaches between schools. It is indicative of just 
how ‘local’ the National Standards actually are that 
the achievement patterns that will be reported in 2013 
are so difficult to anticipate. If this was a system with 
an externally marked national test we might expect to 
see a modest improvement each year until the ‘teaching 
to the test’ effect is used up. But given the practices 
reported in just this small sample of six schools, the 
New Zealand National Standards approach is much 
less stable than this.
What is clear is that there are now a number of 
developments combining to reinforce an uneasy sense 
in schools that the more students ‘at’ or ‘above’ the 
better. One is the labelling effect on children being told 
they are ‘below’ or (especially) ‘well below’ that I have 
suggested the RAINS schools were often keen to avoid. 
Second, is the perceptions amongst schools  – real or 
imagined – that some schools are already ‘playing fast 
and loose’ with their OTJs:
We have been definitely told by a principal that he 
will have two sets of data, [one for the Ministry and 
one for the school] so that’s my fear, if I’m honest, I 
don’t see the purpose in lying or cheating about this 
stuff but I know that he has said that he will make his 
school look good because that’s the reason for that data 
so he’s just fulfilling the reason. So I understand his 
logic and his playing the game but it does put those of 
us who want to go down the honest track in danger of 
being deemed unsuccessful because of that. (Principal, 
Magenta School)
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Third there is the public release of data and resulting 
reputational and enrolment issues from 2012. Finally, 
recent draft legislation has a new requirement of school 
boards that they ‘… ensure that every student at the 
school is able to attain his or her highest possible 
standard in educational achievement’.6 If this legisla-
tion is passed it is likely to make boards more anxious 
about student achievement in primary schools.
Given all of these pressures, and with no effective 
policing of the National Standards categories for the 
time being, there could easily be large increases in 
the national proportions of students ‘at’ and ‘above’ 
in 2013. In subsequent years the Ministry is pinning 
its hopes on the PACT tool to improve comparability 
between schools. How that will work out remains to 
be seen but PaCT is unlikely to address all the many 
sources of variation that are part and parcel of New 
Zealand’s National Standards system. Rather it is much 
more likely to impact on only some sources of varia-
tion, leaving OTJs heavily influenced by local condi-
tions and priorities.
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ABSTRACT
This paper reports the preliminary findings of an investigation into a number of everyday 
practices of primary and secondary teachers at the beginning of the implementation of the 
new Australian English curriculum. Teachers of the KLA/subject English participated in an 
on-line survey designed to explore their perceptions in relation to four domains of their practice: 
curriculum use, planning, professional learning needs, and the teaching of subject English. The 
survey results for the first three domains confirm the importance of official curriculum/syllabus 
documents in teachers’ perceptions of their everyday practice but suggest that most teachers view 
‘in-school’ resources considerably more authoritative than externally produced resources. The 
survey responses also reveal that teachers focus more on the process of teaching than on subject/
discipline content in reporting their practical realisation of teaching and learning activities, and 
view assessment as a key issue when responding to open-ended survey items. This research, 
forming part of the first phase of an ARC Linkage project, is being used to orient subsequent 
phases of data collection and explore possible implications for this period of curriculum change.
Introduction
At stake during periods of curriculum reform is the 
central and guiding knowledge mandated by the state 
to be used in school education. In the current move 
to a national curriculum in Australia this equates to a 
change that will conceivably influence the lives of the 
almost 3.8 million Australians that are either school 
students or teachers (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 
2012) – or, approximately one in every 6 people. As a 
policy change with such reach, it is not surprising there 
is continuing strong opinion about the political moti-
vation and process of constructing a national curric-
ulum framework (see for example Brennan, 2011), and 
efforts to use its implementation as political leverage, 
as in recent industrial action in Victoria (http://www.
aeuvic.asn.au/implementing_bans_oct_5.pdf). It also 
provides a one-off opportunity to examine the changes 
in professional practices across multiple jurisdictions 
and sectors as systems negotiate the ‘new’.
The research presented in this paper is part of a larger 
project supported by the Australian Research Council 
(ARC) and undertaken with five industry partners. The 
Peopling Educational Policy (PEP) project is inves-
tigating the implementation of the new Australian 
English and Mathematics curricula through their 
realisation within systems and schools, guided by the 
central research question, how – and in what ways – 
are the AC mathematics and English curricula inter-
preted and enacted as they move across the education 
field, in systems and in schools? Using Ball’s (1997) 
concept of ‘peopling’ policy the everyday practices of 
actors are privileged with a view to understanding the 
responses, or social action, generated by policy change. 
For example, the options available to educators and 
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teachers may be changed or narrowed, their decisions 
may be balanced against other priorities or expecta-
tions, and/or their goals may be altered as they engage 
creatively with mandated curriculum change (Ball, 
1997).
In order to study as complex a phenomenon as 
the implementation of a national curriculum the 
PEP research project draws on two methodological 
approaches: Smith’s (2005) institutional ethnog-
raphy and Bourdieu’s (1990) field analysis. Both these 
approaches focus on everyday practices and relations, 
without removing them from the broader social and 
political context (Smith, 2005; Bourdieu, 1989). Insti-
tutional ethnography concentrates on institutions and 
their work practices to afford understanding of institu-
tional reform, and through its acknowledgement that 
institutional knowledge is textually mediated, takes 
the content, interpretations and enactments of the AC 
policy texts as a methodological starting point (Gerrard 
& Farrell, forthcoming). Bourdieuian field analysis 
complements this approach by providing the tools to 
study the interrelationships that shape and influence 
the AC reform, facilitating its understanding as the 
product of competing perspectives and discourses in 
the struggle between actors for authority, legitimacy 
and distinction, as each vies for control over economic, 
cultural, social and/or symbolic capital (Swartz, 1997).
Within this theoretical and methodological frame 
this paper reports and analyses a thin slice of data from 
phase one of the PEP project. This data was collected 
to investigate primary and secondary teachers’ percep-
tions in relation to a number of the everyday practices 
involved in the teaching of English across Australia 
at the outset of the implementation of the AC:E. The 
findings presented are in relation to everyday prac-
tices across the domains of curriculum use, planning 
and professional learning needs. The findings relating 
to a fourth domain, the teaching of subject English, 
will be reported in a follow-up paper. Although the 
data presented here only represents one snap-shot in 
an ongoing multi-phase project, this component of 
the research served to inform and support subsequent 
data collection. The PEP project has now moved on 
to another phase of research centred on collaborative 
curriculum implementation initiatives.
Implications of the AC reform for teachers
The current move to a national curriculum is part of a 
shift towards centralisation and standardisation with 
Australian education (see Brennan, 2011). Addition-
ally, the AC reform is seen as being heavily influenced 
by economic imperatives (Fehring & Nyland, 2012) 
due to it being constructed in a particular historical 
moment by a particular generation of curriculum 
designers (Yates & Collins, 2010). Such an economi-
cally-oriented curriculum is said to seriously threaten 
recognition of the diversity of students and their school 
contexts (Ditchburn, 2012a). Critique also stems 
from the underpinning sense of order said to be estab-
lished by key policy documentation informing sepa-
rate subject curricula, which, through its implication 
of consensus and clarity, promulgates conservative, 
unambiguous and prescribed knowledge (Ditchburn, 
2012b). Specifically, the AC:E is thought to cast an aura 
of homogeneity and uniformity through its privileging 
of standard Australian English and conceptualisation 
of literacy development as being orderly and sequen-
tial (Fehring & Nyland, 2012). The contention here 
is that the implicit understandings of knowledge and 
becoming literate within the AC:E documents used by 
teachers are over-simplified and misleading.
The trend across the emerging discipline area docu-
ments of the AC, including the AC:E, is towards a focus 
on content knowledge as opposed to process knowl-
edge, and this has been the source of much concern for 
professional teacher organisations (Macken-Horarik, 
2011). Curricula that are process oriented allow 
teachers and students more autonomy in their teaching 
and learning (Atweh & Singh, 2011). In Australia, a 
process oriented approach to curricula can be traced 
historically to political manoeuvring toward a national 
curriculum over twenty years ago when a child-centred 
developmental perspective merged with the instrumen-
talist economic imperatives of the day producing the 
KLA structure and accompanying ‘Profiles’ and ‘State-
ments’ (Yates & Collins, 2010). This represented a 
shift away from traditional content towards concerns 
about process, and subsequently manifested in curric-
ulum thinking conceptualising knowledge as ‘beyond’ 
the KLAs/subject divisions, and based on ‘Essential 
Learnings’ or ‘Capabilities’, which reinforced teacher 
independence from traditional subject content (Yates 
& Collins, 2010). During the late 1990s and early 
2000s this approach to curriculum design gave rise to 
a more interdisciplinary and responsive understanding 
of knowledge, further de-emphasising subject-based 
content and giving recognition to teacher judgement 
in connecting local cultural and global knowledges 
(Brennan, 2011). Through not engaging at all with 
these issues, the AC reform risks not being in touch 
with ‘the changing place of knowledge in the roles 
of teachers and students in a context that has [been] 
massively restructured’ (Brennan, 2011, pp. 266–7).
Luke (2010) focuses on the ’enacted curriculum’ 
in discussing the AC reform potential. This view of 
curriculum also casts teachers a fairly autonomous 
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and agential role, concentrating on what teachers actu-
ally do and what they use to present content, ideas, 
skills, and attitudes to their students (Cuban as cited 
in Wojcik, 2010). Despite this, Luke (2010) asserts the 
current dominance of a focus on basic skills, and in 
particular those most likely to be tested, within enacted 
curriculum, and a minimal focus on knowledge that 
is either conceptually coherent or sustained. Although 
he makes clear the limitation of claiming the official 
curriculum has any significant effect on the enacted 
curriculum, Luke (2010) proposes the AC as one means 
by which teachers can dislodge the current version of 
the enacted curriculum in order to create the space for 
another version premised on raising the intellectual bar 
in Australian schooling. Teachers are able to exercise 
their agency by enacting a curriculum that increases 
or decreases emphasis on specific topics within the 
mandated curriculum, trespasses beyond the curric-
ulum prescriptions, and by using body language and 
voice inflections to discern importance or relevance for 
their students (Wojick, 2010).
Brennan (2011) observes that as is the case in state-
based curricula, the AC ‘remains silent on pedagogy’ 
(p.  267) through statements such as ‘[s]chools and 
teachers determine pedagogical and other delivery 
considerations’(ACARA, 2012, p.  10) and ‘[t]he 
Australian curriculum does not make assumptions about 
how curriculum will be delivered in schools’(ACARA, 
2012, p.  13). This, Ditchburn (2012b) explains, is 
simply due to the Australian ministers of education 
not having made pedagogy part of ACARA’s respon-
sibility, unlike assessment and reporting. Historically, 
pedagogy has been the specific professional domain of 
teachers, and it is thought its mandating could lead to 
a lack of pedagogical sensitivity to the local contexts 
in which teachers’ work (Rivzi & Lingard, 2010); 
however, there is resistance to separating curriculum 
from instruction and pedagogy in current curriculum 
debate, which stresses their interconnectedness in class-
room teaching by calling attention to the long-standing 
propositions of educational scholars such as Elmore 
and Friere (Ditchburn, 2012b). In reflecting on teacher 
engagement with curriculum currently, Thiessen (2012) 
identifies three common features of teachers’ work: 
teachers operate in an educational landscape defined 
by its precariousness; teachers interpret this precari-
ousness in ways that can either confuse or stimulate; 
and teachers adapt precariousness to create a sense of 
stability amidst much instability.
In discussing the AC:E and the importance it places 
on content, Macken-Horarick (2011) articulates a set of 
challenges for the teaching profession. Firstly, in viewing 
English as a discipline with its own cohesive body of 
knowledge organised into the strands of language, liter-
ature and literacy, acknowledgement of the variety of 
models of English education used in classroom teaching 
across Australia and their inherent contradictions 
and complexities is not possible. The heterogeneous 
models and practices of English teaching, although not 
addressed by the AC:E, require theorisation in order to 
build an overarching understanding of subject English, 
and make its disciplinarity both visible and accessible to 
students. Secondly, though it articulates a continuity of 
learning over time according to the years of schooling, 
thus prioritising cumulative learning, the AC:E does 
not explicate any unified set of guiding principles in 
this matter to facilitate teachers – what is required is the 
development of a meta-language for English. Thirdly, if 
the AC:E is to build knowledge that is ‘portable’ by it 
being able to be applied in new and multiple contexts, 
then it is necessary for it to yield generalisations: both 
conceptual knowledge and [specific] ‘know-how’ are 
necessary according to recent research into the discipli-
nary demands of English. Finally, the issue of teachers’ 
‘buy-in’ needs to be addressed as professional doubt 
about the content orientation and disciplinarity of the 
AC:E continues, and teacher preponderance for process 
endures. A preference for process by teachers will 
perpetuate a view of children as being cognitive devel-
opers rather than learners of content, or coherent and 
powerful bodies of knowledge (Yates & Collins, 2010).
Method
An online survey, informed by a number of focus group 
sessions and constructed using Qualtrics survey soft-
ware, was publicised across all states and territories 
through professional English teacher associations. 
On two occasions the project paid for informa-
tion about the survey to be published in professional 
journals. Additionally, teachers were made aware of 
the survey through direct contact with their schools. 
From each state/territory thirty primary schools and 
thirty secondary schools were selected strategically so 
as to encourage survey responses from all education 
sectors, from both urban and regional/remote schools, 
and from large as well as small schools. Each school 
was contacted by phone, the project was explained to 
relevant school personnel, and if approval was given 
a follow-up email was sent providing details of the 
research and the survey’s web address. In total 396 
phone calls were made to selected schools with 361 
follow-up emails sent.
Teachers completed the survey over a seven month 
period, and took typically about thirty minutes to 
respond to 108 closed and 8 open-ended items about 
four domains of their practice: curriculum use, 
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Table 1: Resources used ‘often’ in long-term planning expressed as percentages
Primary % Secondary %
1 Results of own assessments 80% Individual/team developed materials 81%
2 State/territory curriculum/syllabus documents 73% State/territory curriculum/syllabus documents 76%
3 School-based assessment results 69% Results of own assessments 73%
4 Web-based curriculum materials and lesson 
ideas
58% School developed materials 52%
5 Individual/team developed materials 53% Commercial publications or products, e.g. 
textbooks
49%
6 Commercial publications or products, e.g. 
textbooks
48% School-based assessment results 46%
7 School developed materials 45% Web-based curriculum materials and lesson ideas 42%
8 State/territory developed support materials 45% State/territory developed support materials 38%
9 NAPLAN test items/results 35% Australian Curriculum documents 35%
10 Australian Curriculum documents 33% State assessment items/results 23%
11 State assessment items/results 21% Professional association materials 22%
12 Australian Curriculum support materials 15% NAPLAN test items/results 19%
13 Professional association materials 13% Australian Curriculum support materials 15%
Table 2: Resources used ‘often’ in short-term planning expressed as percentages
Primary % Secondary %
1 Results of own assessments 74% Individual/team developed materials 82%
2 Individual/team developed materials 64% Results of own assessments 62%
3 Web-based curriculum materials and lesson 
ideas
57% School developed materials 53%
4 School-based assessment results 48% Web-based curriculum materials and lesson ideas 46%
5 School developed materials 48% Commercial publications or products, e.g. 
textbooks
45%
6 State/territory curriculum/syllabus documents 47% State/territory curriculum/syllabus documents 43%
7 Commercial publications or products, e.g. 
textbooks
44% School-based assessment results 29%
8 State/territory developed support materials 29% Australian Curriculum documents 22%
9 Australian Curriculum documents 22% State/territory developed support materials 22%
10 NAPLAN test items/results 20% NAPLAN test items/results 16%
11 State assessment items/results 14% State assessment items/results 14%
12 Australian Curriculum support materials 13% Australian Curriculum support materials 12%
13 Professional association materials 10% Professional association materials 12%
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planning, professional learning needs, and the teaching 
of subject English. The survey also sought demographic 
information from each respondent. The completion 
rate for primary teachers was sixty per cent and for 
secondary teachers was eighty-one per cent.
Sample
There were 367 survey respondents  – 248 primary 
teachers and 119 secondary teachers. Just over ninety 
percent of the sample was female. Teachers reported 
their work setting as ‘metropolitan’ (52%), ‘regional’ 
(34%), ‘rural’ (11%) or ‘remote’ (3%), and their work 
sector as government (45%), faith-based (49%) or inde-
pendent (6%).
The sample generated is clearly not random, nor is 
it a sample of pure convenience. The intention of this 
approach to the dissemination of the survey was not 
to achieve generalisable results but to secure enough 
responses from a variety of locations and settings as 
a way of mapping the field in relation to the domains 
canvassed. As the data is self-reported, there are limita-
tions to the interpretation of results (De Vaus, 1995), 
which is organised according to the three domains of 
focus in the survey being reported. Descriptive analyses 
of the quantitative data and themes emerging through 
iterative content analysis of the qualitative data are 
presented below. Quotes are chosen because they are the 
most representative of the perspective being reported.
Curriculum and other resources for planning
In the planning of teaching and learning activities 
very similar percentages of primary and secondary 
teachers of English reported using their curriculum/
syllabus documents often. Six per cent of all teachers 
reported rarely or never using their curriculum docu-
ments for either short or long term planning. Approxi-
mately three-quarters of the sample reported they use 
their curriculum documents often in long-term plan-
ning, that is, planning for the term or year; however, 
for short-term planning, focused on weekly or unit-
based teaching and learning, approximately forty-five 
per cent of the sample reported using their curriculum 
documents often.
Across both long and short term planning more than 
fifty per cent of all teachers report using the following 
resources often:
•	 Results	of	own	assessments;
•	 Individual/team	developed	materials;
•	 State/territory	curriculum/syllabus	documents;
•	 Web-based	curriculum	materials	and	lesson	ideas;
•	 School	developed	materials.
Three out of five of these resources are generated 
in-school. Therefore, apart from the official state-based 
curriculum/syllabus documents and web-based curric-
ulum materials and lesson ideas, teachers reported 
paying attention to resources that are highly related to 
their specific school and/or class context.
Curriculum and other resources for 
decision-making
Eight out of every ten primary (82%) and secondary 
teachers (83%) reported as likely their consultation 
of the official curriculum documents when seeking to 
resolve a serious difference of opinion among colleagues 
about what to teach. While for primary teachers the 
official curriculum documents are reported as most 
popular in this situation (closely followed by ‘school/
Table 3: Resources ‘likely’ to be used to resolve a difference among colleagues regarding  
what to teach, expressed as percentages.
Primary % Secondary %
1 Official curriculum documents 82% Experienced colleagues 90%
2 School or class assessment results 81% Official curriculum documents 83%
3 Experienced colleagues 76% School or class assessment results 78%
4 School-based curriculum leader 76% School-based curriculum leader 71%
5 External assessment results, e.g. NAPLAN 53% School-produced curriculum materials 53%
6 State curriculum support materials 45% State curriculum support materials 51%
7 School-produced curriculum materials 43% External assessment results, e.g. NAPLAN 44%
8 Regional or state support personnel 27% Textbooks 41%
9 Textbooks 27% Professional association personnel or materials 27%
10 Professional association personnel or 
materials
17% Regional or state support personnel 25%
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class assessment results’), for secondary teachers ‘expe-
rienced colleagues’ are reported as the most popular, 
ahead of official curriculum documents. Two of the 
top four resources identified for ‘likely’ use to decide 
what to teach and resolve the dispute are school-based 
personnel. Less than three in ten surveyed teachers 
identified ‘regional/state support personnel’, ‘profes-
sional association personnel/materials’, or ‘textbooks’ 
(only in the case of primary teachers) as likely to be 
used. Apart from the official curriculum documents, 
teachers’ reported use of resources generally falls for 
resources that are not school-based.
Implementing curriculum
Primary and secondary teachers identify the same top 
three factors as substantially informing their curric-
ulum implementation.
According to the survey data, the more the factors 
are aligned with perspectives of students based on 
their individuality as opposed to their belonging to 
non-dominant cultural/social groupings or school 
factors, the more these factors are reported as influ-
encing teachers’ curriculum implementation. Teachers’ 
curriculum implementation is reported as being largely 
informed by differentiating students according to 
particular individual qualities. The factors identified as 
having substantial impact on curriculum implementa-
tion by most teachers overall are:
•	 Range	of	student	capabilities;
•	 Special	needs	of	students;
•	 Aspirations	of	students.
Planning to teach specific activities
In setting out how they would use a set of activities 
teachers nearly always outlined in greater or lesser 
detail the pedagogy they would employ. Predominantly, 
this constituted reference to the specific procedures 
teachers would undertake, the level of support they 
would provide and/or the sequential teaching phases.
I would provide a model response and then some joint 
construction then ask them to work independently with 
scaffolding. (Secondary teacher)
Would use the curriculum cycle to work towards the 
final product, with building the field, text deconstruc-
tion, joint construction and then independent construc-
tion. I would also pre and post test assess the children’s 
writing of information texts to determine their needs. 
(Primary teacher)
We will review some of the magazine articles/inform-
ative texts on the same topic. As a class we will try 
to do all the steps required for activity one (modelled 
teaching). Will group students according to ability and 
do again with them (guided teaching). Will ask students 
to have a go of doing the activity on their own (inde-
pendent teaching). (Primary teacher)
In this survey item there is a difference between the 
responses of primary teachers and secondary teachers: 
primary teachers are relatively more focussed on their 
pedagogy than secondary teachers, and secondary 
teachers are relatively more focussed on the textual 
qualities demanded by the type of text being constructed 
than the primary teachers.
The activity would be a novel study and I would use a 
different novel for each of my reading groups looking at 
the skills appropriate to their levels. (Primary teacher)
Lots of modelling of this activity would be required 
before my students could do it independently. (Primary 
teacher)
I would use this activity after as an assessment task 
completing the novel as a class text. I would have taught 
characterisation, text, structure, narrative structure, 
and specific grammatical features such as dialogue so 
that students had an understanding of how they should 
write the epilogue. (Secondary teacher)
I would do some reading and discussion of the conclu-
sion to the novel to set the context. I would then give 
some input on the purposes and structures of an 
epilogue. I would ensure that work had been completed 
around characterisation and the importance of consist-
ency in a text. Finally I would give a reminder lesson 
about the punctuation of dialogue and how it might 
be used to build character and tone, followed by some 
scaffolding of a narrative text form. This scaffold 
would need to include some support for writing cohe-
sively. (Secondary teacher)
Table 4: Factors influencing curriculum implemen-
tation expressed as percentages
Factor Primary Secondary
Special needs of students 67% 57%
Socio-economic disadvantage of 
students
25% 31%
High proportion of indigenous 
students
16% 21%
Language background of 
students
29% 27%
Cultural diversity of students 23% 22%
Rural/regional/remote school 
location
17% 17%
Range of student capabilities 84% 80%
Community expectations 32% 23%
Aspirations of students 53% 57%
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Professional learning needs
The topics that received the three highest percentages 
of responses by teachers identifying them as ‘essen-
tial’ or ‘very important’ for professional learning for 
teachers of English were the same for both primary 
and secondary teachers (‘Developing and assessing 
students’ fluency in speaking, listening, reading and 
writing’, ‘Finding teaching and learning activities that 
match the official curriculum content descriptions’, and 
‘Developing and assessing student’s knowledge and use 
of grammar, spelling and punctuation’), suggesting the 
similarity between perceived priorities. The two topics 
that received the lowest percentage of responses (‘Devel-
oping and assessing students’ appreciation of quality 
literature in English’ and ‘Developing and assessing 
students’ appreciation of Asian and indigenous texts’) 
had the same percentage of responses (60% and 41% 
respectively) across primary and secondary teachers, 
suggesting uniformity of opinion across all teachers of 
English about the relative unimportance of these two 
topics in professional learning during the time of the 
survey.
In response to the open question, as a consequence of 
the Australian Curriculum: English, what would be the 
most helpful form of support for you, the most common 
answer across both primary and secondary teachers 
focused on professional development (PD).
Professional development courses showing how we 
can best adapt our teaching and programming to be 
compliant with Aust Curriculum. (Secondary teacher)
Professional development on implementing the 
Australian curriculum at a site level  – addressing 
specific needs of site students while addressing the 
requirements of the Aust curriculum. (Primary teacher)
PD on task design that meets the content descriptions. 
PD on assessing and standards. (Secondary teacher)
Many teachers were fairly specific about the nature 
of this PD, stating that it needed to not only unpack the 
documents in general but also provide opportunities 
to adapt existing teaching and programming at school 
level. The responses of both primary and secondary 
teachers identify the dual challenge of understanding 
the change to a national curriculum and the need for 
site-specific implementation (i.e. upgrading of existing 
practices at school-level to both fulfil new curriculum 
requirements and meet the specific needs of the school 
population). Some teachers made the point that there 
was little benefit in PD about the curriculum docu-
ments without ‘local’ contextualisation.
Online support also emerged from the responses of 
both primary and secondary teachers as a very helpful 
form of support. The benefits of online assistance for 
teachers were the (ease of) access to resources and the 
support role it could play after PD sessions. Resources 
emerged as the next most important form of support. 
Sample/exemplar/effective programs and units of work 
and assessment tasks were the most popular resources 
to which teachers referred specifically. Time was also 
identified as key to supporting curriculum implemen-
tation, and was far more of a concern for primary 
teachers than for secondary teachers in their responses 
to this survey item.
Discussion
In their everyday practice, teachers of English report 
turning to a range of resources. Examining teachers’ 
perceptions about the relative authority of resources is 
helpful in building understanding of how teachers’ work 
is informed, and the possible degree of ‘coordination 
Table 5: Topics identified as ‘essential’ or ‘very important’ in professional learning  
for teachers of English expressed as percentages
Topic Primary Secondary
1 Finding teaching and learning activities that match the official curriculum content 
descriptions
78% 64%
2 Incorporating general capabilities 85% 64%
3 Developing and assessing student understanding of the curriculum content 89% 76%
4 Developing and assessing students’ fluency in speaking, listening, reading and writing 91% 83%
5 Developing and assessing students’ knowledge of English language variation and change 68% 66%
6 Developing and assessing student’s knowledge and use of grammar, spelling and punctuation 87% 82%
7 Developing and assessing students’ appreciation of Asian and Indigenous texts 41% 41%
8 Developing and assessing students’ appreciation of quality literature in English 60% 60%
9 Developing and assessing students’ use and design of multi-modal texts 77% 67%
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between an individual’s experience and the institutional 
relations with which they engage’ (Nichols & Grif-
fith, 2009, p. 245, emphasis in original). In reporting 
resources that are (often/likely) used in planning and 
decision-making, surveyed English teachers favoured 
‘in-school’ resources overall. This could suggest that 
in fundamental aspects of their practice primary 
and secondary teachers pay considerable attention to 
resources that are highly related to their school and/
or class context. The authority attributed to resources 
reported by teachers of English in the survey appears 
to fall away when the resources are not school-based. 
While this obviously needs further investigation, one 
tentative proposition that emerges from these results 
is that both in-school material resources and in-school 
personnel may play an important role in the way 
teachers negotiate their planning and decision-making. 
When considering the implementation of a new curric-
ulum across Australia, this could suggest that the new 
curriculum documents alone may not have the desired 
impact on teachers’ planning and decision-making for 
teaching and learning, and therefore, stakeholders  – 
in-school and out-of-school – may benefit from consid-
ering school-level (material and human) resources as 
concurrent drivers curriculum change. This sugges-
tion is being revisited during subsequent phases of the 
research in light of experience with school-based imple-
mentation initiatives and the demonstrated in-practice 
authority of specific resources.
The reported importance of school-level resources in 
teachers’ everyday practice may also offer potential in 
addressing the minimal engagement of some teachers 
of English with the official curriculum. While there is 
little comprehensive knowledge about teachers’ use of 
official curriculum documents (Luke, 2010), the survey 
does indicate engaging with the official curriculum may 
be an issue for some teachers, with approximately six 
per cent of the sample reporting rarely or never using 
their official curriculum documents. We suggest this 
finding could be fairly conservative due to the likeli-
hood of teachers volunteering to complete the survey 
being those fairly interested in and/or committed to 
their profession and thus, perhaps not constituting a 
representative sample. There may in fact be a problem 
with use of official curriculum for a small percentage 
of teachers that could be addressed through use of 
supporting in-school resources, if further evidence indi-
cates the relative importance of in-school resources for 
teachers of English.
Given the textually mediated nature of institutional 
knowledge (Smith, 1999), it would appear there is a 
case for developing a far more nuanced understanding 
of how the range of in-school texts teachers turn to 
in their practice intersect and/or align, and how these 
dynamics can be harnessed to support conditions for 
change. This is being undertaken in subsequent phases 
of the PEP project through close examination of teach-
er’s use of texts during implementation of the AC:E. 
In addition, the importance of in-school personnel in 
teacher’s decision-making reminds us that ‘texts require 
someone who is able to actualise them as instructions 
for action, and then move these (or consecutive texts) 
on to the next someone, somewhere, whose reading and 
action will continue the textually-mediated relation’ 
(Nichols & Griffith, 2009, p. 241). In subsequent data 
analysis, Bourdieusian field analysis is fleshing out the 
survey’s initial findings by exploring the way teachers 
are called upon as authorities and the struggle between 
teachers with different roles and responsibilities as they 
attend to curriculum change.
In relation to teachers’ implementation of the curric-
ulum, teachers reported factors that are closely related 
to their students’ individual qualities as being more 
influential than other factors. In this survey item, 
teachers’ responses suggest that they perceive authority 
as being located in-school and deriving from students. 
When implementing the curriculum, teachers reported 
being predominantly concerned about individualising 
curriculum knowledge to meet the varying needs of 
their students. This perspective, which is being exam-
ined further in subsequent phases of the project, may 
reflect the perception of teachers that students should 
be valued as individuals as they engage with the curric-
ulum, pointing to the discretionary and relatively 
autonomous curriculum practices of teachers that have 
emerged over recent decades (Brennan, 2011).
The survey results invite us not only to consider the 
significance of in-school factors on teachers’ work, 
but also teachers’ reported privileging of the process 
of teaching over subject/discipline content. As primary 
and secondary teachers reported being more concerned 
about their pedagogy, or the process of teaching, than 
any other aspect of planning to teach specific activi-
ties in the survey, subsequent data collection in the 
project is seeking evidence of this across activities being 
planned as part of curriculum implementation initia-
tives. Clearly there is much work still to be done but 
if, as the data suggests, in-school factors and ‘process’ 
wield significant influence in English teachers’ everyday 
work, it could be suggested that the teaching of English 
is a very context-specific practice. While on one hand 
this may affirm a perspective of teaching that posi-
tions teachers as fairly autonomous as they develop 
teaching and learning activities to suit local practices 
(and possibly school culture), on the other hand, it 
may suggest the possibility of English teaching being 
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a somewhat restricted phenomenon, allowing minimal 
external ‘input’ – for example, only official curriculum 
documents and web-based curriculum materials and 
lesson ideas were reported as relatively authoritative 
‘external’ sources for teacher planning in survey items 
related to teachers’ planning.
Although teachers were not specifically asked about 
assessment at any time throughout the survey, it is clear 
this is something front and centre of their thinking. 
In asking teachers about their curriculum use, plan-
ning and professional learning needs, assessment was 
a central concern for both primary and secondary 
teachers but more so for secondary teachers. Firstly, 
when asked about the detail of how they would use 
activities relating to specific areas of the AC:E, teachers 
made explicit connection between the given activi-
ties and assessment. Secondly, in identifying the most 
helpful form of support for the effective implementa-
tion of the new curriculum, teachers mentioned the 
need for sample assessment tasks to be made available. 
It is clear that assessment is a critical component of 
teachers’ work that warrants attention; however, the 
frequency and strength of the conceptual links made 
between the survey items and assessment by teachers 
across the data highlights the (increasing) role stand-
ardised testing plays in mediating teachers’ work 
(Kostogriz & Doecke, 2011).
Conclusion
The PEP phase one survey of teachers of English has 
shed light on the reported nature of some of their 
everyday practices. Although the sample size was 
reasonably large, the findings need to be treated with 
caution due to the constitution of the sample and self-
reporting bias. Also, the survey results may not be 
supported in subsequent phases of the project involving 
analysis of actual in-school practices as part of school 
implementation initiatives. The main contribution 
of the survey’s results has been to provide additional 
direction for phase two data collection and analysis, 
and provoke initial and tentative exploration of related 
implications for the teaching of English during national 
curriculum implementation.
During the current period of implementation of 
a new national curriculum, recognising the intricate 
specificities of teacher’s work within education insti-
tutions may have potential. What holds authority 
for English teachers may help explain why top-down 
change initiatives will not follow a clear, linear progres-
sion (Priestly, Miller, Barrett and Wallace, 2011) from 
the state bureaucracy to jurisdictions and systems, and 
then to schools and into classrooms. Understanding 
the resources favoured by teachers in their everyday 
practices, may present opportunities for injecting the 
‘new’: in the present circumstances this could mean 
using in-school resources to embed the AC:E within 
the school context. In addition, understanding how 
context-specific and constrained English teachers’ 
everyday work may be, could indicate a capacity to 
diminish the potential of the new national curriculum 
in bringing to students new and powerful knowledges, 
and provide them with capital that is valued and 
‘portable’ (Macken-Horarick, 2011). This may cause 
teachers of English to reflect on what influences their 
everyday practice, and/or encourage them to ‘open up’ 
to other influences to enrich their teaching – such as the 
important question of ‘which groups are granted access 
to privileged and privileging forms of knowledge, and 
[can] thereby reap the benefits of schooling in terms of 
life choices and trajectories’ (Atweh & Singh, 2011, 
p. 192).
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